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R ex Burwell

“ESTA LA AVE EN EL AIRE SOSIEGO . . . ”
—Quevedo

The bird is at peace in the air,
in the w ater the fish . . .
the clock in the m outh
of the shelf, the silent cornstalks
like drawings of cornstalks
that descend in the evening like a subtle movie.
N othing expires except the light like a spoon
that falls onto the dish of evening nouns:
the tree ro o fs forearm
muscling under the pavem ent,
the salam ander in the deep fire of the shadow . . .

5

lyn lifshin

WHAT HE’LL REMEMBER WILL

seem strange far
gone musk how her
skin smelled like
a forest leaves the
room ’s sloped ceiling
her yellow car screaming
past after he wouldn’t
There was so much rain
He’ll think of the satin
lace he felt her under
but she wouldn’t stop
trying to pull things
from him One night she
threw blue flowers in his
face then wouldn’t let
him go covering him
with hair hair on
his m outh like pine
needles on those stones
near her studio as if
she thought something
would come from this
the way ferns did
from that stone

6

lyn lifshin

MOSTLY SHE’LL REMEMBER

that he wouldn’t and
still wouldn’t leave
her alone asking
her oh honey and
then sorry He
wouldn’t touch her
touch her shoulder
till she cried lived
among stones loved
stone wanted a
woman like an old
stone bucket She
could feel his green
eyes under the room
couldn’t hold him
touch any place tho
she wanted slipped
her hands under his
belt not knowing she’d
throw blue flowers in
his face be black and
blue in the deepest
places after the small
cot night in the rain
and how she faked what
he probably didn’t
care about anyway
wanting more than
she could tell him

7

Thomas Johnson

GETTING SAVED
—fo r Phillip

I have smiled at the lord all day
And Yes!
The harvest comes in.
My pods bearing stone peas.
I eat, glad,
A stoic with the belly of Job.
I wait for the bush to explode,
The radishes to fly
Tow ard the table.
Instead, woe drifts dow n like leaflets
D ropped on the enemy.
Bearded angels glare back
From the corn stalks.
I refuse to be saved.
I want my heaven sudden
As the white of a potato
Halved by accident
W ith a rusty hoe.

John Haines

THE WARNING

I
N orth of Windy,
where houses and people
come loose from the land. . .
Nothing human in a hundred miles
but the road we ran on;
the dumb soil speaking at last,
meltwater and snowlit air.

II
A shadow of stain high
on the m ountain before us
grew denser and black,
drifting west against the sunlight. . .
Like a pail of soot spilled
from the sky,
or the cloud of an oily battle
building from a distant basin.

III
Over a rise in the silent land
we came on a single wreck,
a car pitched in the roadside
brush: smoke and arrows of flame.
Three men in fiery vests
stood by, tending the blaze
with a vacant, far off look.

9

Mark Vinz

MORNING SONG

Sunday morning:
like a brittle seed pod
the cabin trembles beneath the storm.
The radio plays nothing but church services,
weather reports, church music
loud and dim.
All is holy this morning.
All is wet and holy
and the empty shoes
are pointing toward the door.
A spider lands in my hand:
together we fall asleep,
floating back to that unfamiliar shore
where the deer come down to drink at evening
and the winds have never felt a man.
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THE LATER FRENCH POEMS

Rainer Marie Rilke
Translated by Neil E. Baldwin

A Note on the Poems
These fo u r poem s are fro m a sequence o f 59 called Vergers, which Rilke wrote
between January 1924 and May 1925, fo r the most part while he was living at
Chateau de M uzot sur Sierre, Switzerland.
As early as 1899 he had been composing sporadic French lyrics; but in Spring
1922, after he had completed The Duino Elegies and The Sonnets to Orpheus,
his native language resources were depleted. Exhausted, Rilke turned to the lighter,
brighter strains o f his adopted land in hopes o f raising him self up out o f malaise.
The French verses— he wrote more than 400 altogether— do seem at first glance
to lack the density and force o f the earlier and better-known work. They refect
back to the Erste Gedichte in their simplicity and innerness. But Rilke was dealing
with different concerns here; we must realize that these are the poems o f a dying
man looking urgently to the pastoral landscape that surrounded him fo r surcease.

N. B.
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Rainer M aria Rilke

7

PA U M E
A M m e et M . Albert Vulliez

Paume, doux lit froisse
ou les etoiles dormantes
avaient laisse des plis
en se levant vers le ciel.
Est-ce que ce lit etait tel
qu’elles se trouvent reposees,
claires et incandescentes,
parmi les astres amis
en leur elan eternel?
O les deux lits de mes mains,
abandonnes et froids,
legers d’un absent poids
de ces astres d’airain.

12

Comme un verre de Venise
sait en naissant ce gris
et la clarte indecise
dont il sera epris,
ainsi tes tendres mains
avaint reve d’avance
d’etre la lente balance
de nos moments trop pleins.

12

Rainer Maria Rilke

7

PALM

The soft bed of my palm
is creased and wrinkled;
stars that once slept here
have gone away, gone up.
Will they find
clear and fiery rest
among friendly stars
bursting endless?
O the two beds of my hands
are empty and cold, light
with the brazen weight
of departed stars.

12

As a Venetian vase
newborn knows clouds
and the uncertain light
yet to come for it,
so too your tender hands
have dreamed before
of lightly weighing
our swollen lives.

13

Rainer M aria R ilke

21

Dans la multiple rencontre
faisons a tout sa part,
afin que l’ordre se montre
parmi les propos du hasard.
T out autour veut qu’on l’ecoute— ,
ecoutons jusqu’au bout;
car le verger et la route
c’est toujours nous!

28

LA D E E S S E

A u midi vide qui dort
combien de fois elle passe,
sans laisSer a la terrasse
le moindre soupgon d’un corps.
M ais si la nature la sent,
l’habitude de l’invisible
rend une clarte terrible
a son doux contour apparent.

14

Rainer Maria Rilke

21

In meeting many others
let each play his part
so that order may arise
am ong these chance words.
All around need hearing—
let us listen to the end
for the orchard and the road
are always our selves!

28

THE GODDESS

In sleeping em pty noon
she will pass through the terrace
and leave no trace
of body, no presence.
But if nature senses her
so long invisible
her soft shape
becomes clear and terrible.

15

Ginny Leinart

COMING IN

You see me. Here
by the dishes. Hands
warm in water to a
knife
that spreads thick jam by 8.
My pockets are full of children
going down for pennies in
the afternoon. Their hats are red
with a dusty band,
their knees at 5 o’clock.
Walls turn old behind
the sink and hold my crazy
eyes that only shake
a board or two
a day.
Outside you
throw up hands of dirt
and leave a flower for every plate
that passes to the rack, for a day
when we could fail, coming in
to feel the dirty
dishes on our tongues.

16

Susan Rea

ABORTION AT THIRTY

We’re all being torn out of me—
You, me, and th at m andrake root we grew:
The fuzz, sprout, and nerve of love.
No flourishing like the linnet tree
F or us: I’m a picked orchard, and you
A ship abandoned in the secret cove,
And he is the inside of a vacuum,
O r she the dress of a paper-doll
O r it the X in our equation
Which has no answer. The sum
Is zero; a cotton-boll
Would be weightier than this son.
D o I blame you, little cockboat,
Tender between me and the earth,
F or bearing your secret cargo?
You promise to keep me afloat,
Sm oothing my way in or out of birth
By saluting at the bow.
Sailor, the back of this ship sinks first
And I am disappearing; I have sunk
Deeper than the bottom ;
I am beyond love or thirst.
I swim with both arm s and bunk
Alone. You are as drowned and gone
As this girl Nancy or this boy Tom.

17

Michael M cCormick

ALL I ASK IS TO BE ALIVE NEXT SPRING

Lord all I want
is a free ride through this town
To pass the mountains without fear
the sawmills the bars
I need but won’t look
I know she’s there
waiting at every corner
for the light to change
handcuffs hidden in her purse
The last time we met
she was a tree
I cut down
and burned to keep warm
these buildings these streets
the bums always empty
tapping me for beer or port
make my blood shiver
stand still though I want to pass
without guilt
and feel they are friends
but Lord it costs too much
to pretend next year
we can speak in a different language
a photograph burning at the edges
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Ira Sadoff

THE NATURE OF METAPHOR

Last night I slept with a cigar.
Tom orrow it could be the leg of a Negro.
There are cigars that make you dizzy
as sleep. Smoke that lifts your heart
right out of its anchor. Picture a cigar
in the darkest room , a tiny orange
light in the center of the forest.
And a woman touching that spark
with a finger and breaking into flame.
*

*

*

*

*

Or the last cigar in the pack.
The cigar that could save your life.
The funeral of ashes. The ashes
sifting slowly into the earth.
The cigars lying still in their box,
or the constant rolling of cigars.
Imagine your whole life filling up
with smoke, a light coming from somewhere
in this dark tunnel which is a cigar,
or you are the cigar floating in empty space,
waiting for that light, breaking into flame.
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J. K. Osborne

from M EANS OF LEAVING

RO PE

I am led like a dog to the slaughter. I cut the cord to my past. I have
this terrible fear of dogs. When I was a child I once had two. One
was Boots, black and brown, white feet. My father put him in a box
car going west. Then that big brown ugly dog out of nowhere, the
hills I think. He stayed a week or so and after I’d gotten used to him
he left. Later I found my father had led him out and shot him. I have
a picture somewhere of me with my arms around that beast. I can
hardly believe I could have loved him.

P O IS O N

My cup runneth over was one of her favorite expressions. She said
she liked the New World Symphony because it took her away. Late
at night the radio was a comfort when he was out drinking. I heard
it play that night, I’d recognize anywhere those false notes of prom 
ise. He didn’t come home, and in the morning she drank that jar of
turpentine like it was water, and this is the last time I’ll listen to the
New World.

20

J. K. Osborne

K N IF E

If thy life offend thee, cut it out. S tart with the eyes; get acquainted
with darkness. Then off with your vain nose which has never led
you anywhere but here; next the tongue, th at useless cry for under
standing. Ears, so you shall know silence at last and know it. Finally
your hands that have never reached far enough to grasp in their
fleshless fingers that elusive dove that flies between the white
clouds in my blue breast.

W ATER

W ater and wine. My blood is made in rivers running this very m om 
ent through your veins. Lakes fill, oceans have been giving and
receiving for as long as I can remember. I have been through forty
days and forty nights of rain and this is the forty-first. So this is
what it means to continue! To go on, forever, like a river pausing
for a m om ent in its current to hear on the shores that old chant we
have been singing now for years: Come home, come home, come
home. Suddenly, a rainbow. Suddenly, the rain.

21

Greg Kuzma

THE SALE

I sold my father
back
his right arm
th at I had
been to him.
Now we can
shake hands
w ithout insulting
each other.
Rain all day
the day
he came
to get it.
Out when he
arrived, and
came back late
after he’d left.
Just
the two cents
on the counter
with tobacco
particles
and lint.
Straight from
his pocket,
and hard won.

22

Antony Oldknow

RESOLUTION

I’m going to have a good booze-up Saturday night,
I’m going to go downtown with the boys
And live it up a bit. I’ll bring a six-pack back, dear,
So you can loosen-up after being with the kids.
On a Saturday night I know I don’t have to get up in the
M orning, and we can watch the preacher shout at us in bed
And I don’t mind having my sex with you in curlers
And the beer, you know, will cure your headache,
Take away the cramps, and I can wash the sheets on
Sunday afternoon when I’m down at the laundrom at
Getting ice-cream, and I won’t look at the girls
Or tickle the barmaids’ legs, even when the others do,
Dear, and I won’t drive back unless the others can’t
Walk, and I’ll make it back before one, my love, so
You won’t need to take the sleeping pills, and if I can keep
Awake myself, and if I can still walk up the stairs,
And if I can keep myself alert and standing,
I’ll wake you, my love, my dear, and sing to you,
My sweet darling, and whisper in your ear, and we’ll
Sleep.

23

George Keithley

RIDING HOME

Riding home in an open jeep
after practice we lean
into a turn, pull back, hold
ourselves straight on the steel seat.
All this country is cold.
You hear hissing heat
only in front, blowing from the brown
box below your knees.
Before the road reaches town
the boy driving sees
a field without fence on one side,
whips the wheel to his right,
and we glide
over gravel shoulder onto the light
surface snow—
the field frozen at the end of fall.
The jeep jum ps from furrow to furrow.
Talk of football
of the stories of school girls stop,
riders are flung
onto the stiff farm land where we drop
to our knees. Unharmed am ong
the frozen rows we find
our footing and shout—
stumbling at nightfall behind
the stalled car. When we walk out
the blood still
in the veins of every voice
of its own will
rises, and we rejoice—
shouting as though the deep
ground would waken from its grim routine,
the spring soil asleep
in the bed of time, O grave and green.

24

Ken Briggs

FRENCHY’S MEADOW

So it goes, trapper Frenchy,
the rain falls hard and strikes
the ground where your cabin used to stand.
Silvertip Grizzly visit your land, fishing
for cutthroat, knowing your traps
close on dead words.
And Slough Creek still runs, still fills
your meadow with quiet benediction,
winding down the m ountain,
feeling for another sea.

25

Paul Zarzyski

ZARZYSKI, NOT EXACTLY WILD BILL HICKOK

Forty-seven times my shotgun thundered,
A dow npour of BB’s riddles the sloughs.
I wade knee-deep in W inchester hulls,
Red as rose hips and my cheeks.
Smokey the retriever pants
At my cursing and fist-shaking.
Forty-seven gossipy bluebills
Vanish like words into a strong wind,
Spreading tales from Saskatchewan
Down the Mississippi flyway to New Orleans:
That quack Zarzyski
Couldn’t pepper a duck
If the son-of-a-bitch was in the oven.

26

Paul Zarzyski

ZARZYSKI AT DEEP CREEK BAR RENDEZVOUS
(Forest Closing, August 19-27, 1973)

Hard hats palavering over boiler makers
Say bear are moving down for chokecherries,
Rattlesnake up for water.
So dry, the creek trickles
Only three days a week,
And a logger’s fart is dangerous
As a smouldering match.
Rum ors flare faster than fires.
A girl kidnapped at Three Forks
Found split, like a lightning-struck pine,
A grizzly on LSD in Yellowstone
Has shredded three hippies to death.
At the cabin, pack rats stampede
The roof, scattering
Everything shiny to hidden lairs.
No moon, no stars, no fire,
My im agination glitters in the dark.

27

Don Stap

FOCUSING ON INFINITY

We kept moving
into Wyoming, rolling away
in basins and canyons.
Our eyes strained to pick out
the faces of the antelope two miles
away, but nothing, and more of it.
It was enough that we slept an hour.
I dreamed of waking and stretching
one arm into M ontana, the other
to Denver. We moved on.
The fish that lived here
are now trying to swim out of the shale.

28

Albert Goldbarth

LETTER TO FRIENDS EAST AND WEST

W hat’s new? I’m still in Illinois,
and the pamphlet says I can find white squirrels
in Olney if I wait long enough. They’re rare
you know, and a dung-daubed boy from Kinderhook
swears how their whiskers are each attuned to one
of the four Primeval Whites: snow,
milk, sperm, moonlight, but that’s just a rumor;
the squirrels are fact. And there’s a gorge “nearly
200 feet deep” near Starved Rock; if it’s no
Grand Canyon, Diane, if cracks don’t zag here
quite like they do near the nation’s extremes,
your awesome Western schisms, still even m y disappointm ents
won’t fill 200 feet though I chunk them like stones
all day at the face in the crick at bottom . All night
a wind howls through, and scours out Skeleton
Cave, The Giant’s Bath Tub, Well-In-The-Wall,
and hones the Illinois rock: Twin Sisters, cradled,
Needle’s Eye, pierced, The Devil’s Smokestack, pared and polished,
you’d have to see such wind to understand
what shaped the raking hands
above my sleep, you’d have to let it
sodomize you too or hear it lap once
at your mattress. It’s not easy here, white squirrels
are never easy. I wouldn’t lie to you. But
Abraham Lincoln christened the town of Lincoln,
Illinois by squeezing a watermelon onto the dust
and it’s hard, as you could intuit, to run from a state with stains
like that; and even you, as far as Maine or Florida, will think
of that story the next time a sweet rivulet of any kind
froths, rich, across your lips. And didn’t you write me,
Ron, to say how deer in California print the Silverado Trail right up
to your sill, you parse out apples, four deer legs are dark bars
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Albert Goldbarth

squares of sunlight cool in. Well in Illinois we’ve sows
like troughs of oleo, we’ve rat-packs in Chicago
till our sewerpipes shake with all the will
of epileptic nerves, and a broom-handle
chopped across the gnawing snout-bones sometimes
does no good. But, though there’s nothing so far north
in my life as the bear, so thinking
as the porpoise, here in Illinois is dark
the thickest filament from a sweet corn
couldn’t glow through, here’s a dark in the field just made
for our own mammalian radiation and, though it’s low,
it’s light, this star in the Illinois night,
this udder. All I need do is bide my time:
no kidding, Olney hosts white squirrels
“unique in all the world” and I adopted the stance
of a beech last week to coax them,
wish me luck. The search is difficult, yes, and nothing
even so small as a white incision tooth or whitish pap
as yet rewards my diligence. But, honestly, a plaque
outside of Byron commemorates soldiers under M ajor Isaiah
Stillman
who shot point-blank at a band of Black Hawk Injuns approaching
with the truce flag; you can’t just high-tail out
of a land like that, it deserves a certain observation
or, perhaps from the dam p underside of the brain,
one root. In any case, Ron, when you visit
bring Cheri, tell me what a twin bed’s like, here
“once each year the town of Nauvoo celebrates The Wedding
of Wine and Cheese Festival”; it’s true, I’ll show you.
I’m in Illinois. I know: a statue of William Jennings Bryan
“created by Gutzon Borglum,” I have: trilobites
in the Jersey County quarries, shell bracelets, chert blades
and stemmed stone hoes from the giant Cahokia Mounds.
When you were in last May you’d say the ocean
defines expanse, report how you chugged up from New Haven,
Conn.
to the Cape, there are stories of co-eds and jellyfish, Michael,
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A lbert Goldbarth

I believe them all. Now
you must believe me: Fm still here, remember,
Illinois? A man could kneel to Apple River to drink
and let the touch of his tongue go
mainlining, quick, a fix, through the evening prairie;
maybe my m outh gone silver in the rush of the Kaskaskia,
the Sangam on, the Sinnissippi, Big Slough, Vermilion River,
or the Kankakee, is even now a shine at the lip
of far-off faucets, intimacy with me will not sustain
and still: I’m here, I’m pouring, I know, if one is patient
there are white squirrels. I w ouldn’t bullshit you,
my friends. I’m stuck, half-chance, half-choice, and some
left over to weep in the stand of virgin white pine
along Rock River. Really. Can you imagine? I’m
still in Illinois, I’ve waited long enough
for anyone else to meet and mate
and raise a whole teat-dangled brood, and still
the Olney W oods has not released its secret beasts
for my catching. Someone. . . C an’t you see him,
year after year, running for squirrels like these with the taste
of Devil’s Kitchen Lake in his cheeks,
sun on his scalp and dust up his breathing,
screaming through Geneseo
and Bald Knob and Burnt Prairie and Peoria
and Kickapoo “I’m here
I’m here in Illinois with the nation’s
oldest evaporated milk plant!”
How could it not be true?

31

Quinton Duval

LOSING STARS

They escape through the eyes
like secrets. They will not be held.
Even as the white cells fall dead
among the days, a silver ounce of light
is going up to a new place.
We are jealous. We cannot agree
among ourselves, even who fills
their mouth first with bread.
The color in the eyes diminishes,
and fills in the face with a faint
tattoo of pain.
We have glimpsed this, time and
again, and still insist upon pulling
ourselves down in it.
This is not fair. A match cannot
aspire to be only smoke.
Somewhere there is a blue halo
that will fit all sizes.
Somewhere there is a huge black dog
whose only job is to bite flesh.
There is also the young woman whose
teeth are missing, who collected them
as they fell from the mouth, and
put them in a jar filled with tears.

32

Quinton Duval

PITY

So the hand is fast, does not
slip, does not even feel
the age, the redness, the
solid snake, driving distance
before it with a tiny but
accurate brain.
Perhaps the reason why I feel
caught, why I am
crying.
I am telling you: the dog in my
pocket is dead. N ot a runaway,
just dead.
You have cheated me.
A flick of the heart, of
a softer flesh. I am
like a man who lies
in the sun so long
his nose just starts bleeding.

33

Quinton Duval

A BLOW ON THE EAR

Goodbye. She walked slowly out
of my life: her mouth formed the
words of a poem, shaped like
the suitcase she carried below her wrist.
Goodbye, came the answer,
the door cracked behind my ears,
to the wind sneaking away through
a window in the rear of the house.
Those words, what were they, that
stunned me like a blow on the ear?
That made me blink and fall backwards
into a chair.
There is this coma of fear now.
I know it is silly. I am a romantic
and cannot help it.
I open a can of hearts and eat them,
one by one, by myself.
I watch the T.V. lying to me.
The darkness does not ask
my permission to enter. My
fingers are not willing to make
the shape necessary to pick up
the pen. I eat my hearts, in their
heavy syrup, alone.

34

fiction

Steven Christenson

TEASING THE SAND HILLS

So far I have been reluctant to telephone Elaine and tell her I’m
in town. M y m other rests in bed. She told me she is not feeling
well, but I sense her illness has som ething to do with my com ing
home. She w rote and asked th at my wife A nne and I visit and clean
out the garage stored with trunks and boxes left untouched since
the divorce m any years before. “It’s all garbage now ,” M other said.
I did not come over with Anne. I adm itted th at things have not
been well. “I’m so sorry,” she said and returned disappointedly to
her crossw ord puzzle in bed while I watched patterns of Colored
light from the TV across the kitchen table on which was stacked her
paperback library of crossw ord references. In the garage I went
through each of the trunks full of textbooks and m em entos from my
parents’ college and w ar days. In one tru n k there were dozens of
dirty m anila envelopes full of photographs. There were pictures of
my parents getting drunk at parties, and in one my m other was
being kissed by a hollow cheeked m an I never knew. She was young
then and very beautiful. There was a n o th er picture of my father
hugging a plum p pim ple faced w om an, but rarely could I find a
picture of my father and m other together. In an o th er tru n k I found
my father’s Arm y uniform and w ar souvenirs from when he was in
China. There were pew ter mugs engraved with dragons and tapes
tries of em broidered silk and a teak w ood opium pipe carved w ith a
fish swimming up the stem tow ards the sm oker’s m outh. I toked on
the pipe and tasted the mildewed residue. I pocketed the pipe and
became eager to call Elaine. But I was anxious because of P aul who
knew Elaine first m ade love w ith me a week before she left for Saint
M ary’s convent six years before this visit when my m other fell ill.
W hen I was a child, ju st before the divorce, my father used to take
me to the buffalo cliffs outside tow n and tell me stories the Blackfeet used to tell before the white m an came to the prairie. One was
about Scarface, a poor m an who loved the chiefs beautiful daughter
but couldn’t m arry her because she belonged to the Sun. She told
him he would have to journey far away to the lodge of Sun and ask
him to release her, and as a sign of his approval Sun w ould wipe
away the scar th at disfigured the young m an’s face. Scarface trav
eled west on foot and asked W olf where the lodge of Sun was, and
W olf told him to seek.out Bear farther in the west and Bear would
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tell him. But Bear told Scarface to seek out Badger, and Badger told
him to seek out Wolverine, but Wolverine’s advice led Scarface to
the Big W ater where he saw Sun sink at day’s end. Fatigued and
hungry and far from home, Scarface desired to let his shadow go to
the Sand Hills where all the spirits gather after death. Then Swan
came and told Scarface to mount his back and he would take him to
the lodge of Sun far across the Big Water. It was daytime when
Scarface arrived, and Moon, the wife of Sun, told him Sun would
return in the evening. In the meanwhile, Scarface went hunting with
Morning Star, the son of Sun, and they came upon the fearsome
Giant Birds that had killed all of Morning Star’s brothers. Scarface
killed the birds with arrows, and in this way gained the favor of Sun
when he returned in the evening. Sun rubbed a powerful medicine
on the young man’s face and the scar disappeared and Sun told him
to take the chiefs daughter as his wife. Then Sun pointed out the
short path to the young man’s village known as the Wolf Trail,
which the white man calls the Milky Way, and my father told me that
he wished all stories could end the way the story of Scarface ended.
I took Elaine to these same buffalo cliffs the night she showed me the
sloppy scars on her left wrist and I told her the story my father told
me. Paul was out of town, as usual, she said, selling lawn mowers to
retail stores. I showed her the opium pipe I had found that afternoon
in the garage and we smoked a bit of hashish and looked over the
buffalo cliffs to the buttes which mark the way north to where the
Sand Hills shift in the wind of shadows. “Sometimes I would rather
be dead, but that’s when I’m most afraid,” she said. “It’s when I
feel playful that I can hold a broken whiskey bottle over my wrist
and say, why not, let’s see what happens.”
All of my father’s textbooks were rotten. Each book I took from
the trunk was damp and warped and the ink had smeared through
the pages so you could barely read the words. They were medical
books describing the diseases of man and detailing their treatments.
Reading them approached an incomprehensibility akin to magic. I
passed each book to Elaine and she tossed them through the door
into the back of my pickup truck. With each step we stirred dust
from the dirt floor which would turn to rock in winter and mud in
spring. Our coughs became laughs. It was so good being together
again. Another trunk full of blankets and bedspreads reeked of mil
dew once we forced the top open. A depression between two sets of
blankets was nested with white and yellow cat hairs, and I remem
bered the kitten I wanted the summer before my father left home.
Father called me a sissy. He wanted me to have a dog, a big dog.
When winter came my father had already moved to California,
remarried to a Blackfeet woman, and M other wouldn’t allow the cat
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in the house, insisting cats were not healthy, that my father had said
so, th at after all he was a doctor. So the cat spent its last w inter in
the garage snuggled into these same blankets where I found him
frozen one m orning when I came with his dish of refrigerated Puss
and Boots. Elaine helped me lift the entire tru n k into the back of the
pickup, and together we drove to the dum p across the river from the
buffalo cliffs to bury years of rotten memories.
M other was not getting better. Lying in bed with a book of a n a 
gram s on her lap, she looked at me with wonder. “I have a tem per
ature of one hundred and two and I can’t stop coughing.” I tele
phoned the family doctor, a form er associate o f my father’s, and he
telephoned a prescription for codeine to the neighborhood pharm acy
where Elaine w orked as a clerk when I first m et her the sum m er
before she went to the convent. I used to stop after my shift at the
flour mill for a milk shake at the soda fountain and Elaine would
give me extra large servings and take her coffee break, and we would
talk about how m uch we liked each other and would m ake plans for
the evening. I didn’t like going to the pharm acy anym ore. M arva
had been w orking there since the depression, and each time I came
in to fill a prescription she would tell me how happy Elaine was
when we were together and how she thought Elaine was never cut
out to be a nun. Then she would tell me that she didn’t like the m an
Elaine m arried, th at she should have m arried me, and M arva would
wink and say, “I think she wanted to m arry you anyw ay.” One night
soon after our first date, Elaine told me she was leaving for the con
vent in a few weeks. “I w anted you to know before things got seri
ous,” she had said. She couldn’t see me smile and she cried and told
me how her father and her old boy friend were firmly against her
going, and being the new rival I knew w hat side I w anted to be on.
H er father’s disapproval was so desperate that he forgot the restric
tions parents ordinarily impose on their young daughters. She could
stay out all night if she wanted to, he said, “A fter all, you’re a big
girl now.” I probably could have moved into her bedroom if I w anted
to. The old m an am used me so th at I grew m ore and m ore to like
him despite his antagonism tow ard Elaine. M other thanked me for
the bottle of codeine and I asked her if she felt any better. No.
Could I fix her poached eggs for dinner? Again, no. I returned to
the kitchen and looked out the pantry window and saw the elm trees
spread from our neighborhood. The elms m ake it easy to forget the
city is surrounded by buffalo cliffs.
Every Friday at noon the air raid sirens wail. D ust drifted through
beams of sunlight from the garage windows. I blew my nose, and
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snot black as mud smeared my handkerchief. I took a last glance at
the old blue bicycle which lay with twisted handlebars in the back of
my pickup truck. Like a m arker it rested on top boxes full of rusty
cans of Spam and corned beef hash and baked beans and Del M onte
vegetables which had been packed in preparation for that national
emergency which kept the air raid sirens wailing every Friday since
the K orean W ar. C hurch chimes down the street were ringing out
“Summertim e” when the sirens shut off. A good time for a sandwich
and cold beer. In the m ailbox I found a letter from Anne am ong the
bills and advertisements. “D ear Lyle, I miss you but I’m having a
good time.” D ear Lyle. She said she had been hitting the taverns
with Joyce, that they had even gone to the Golden Bikini Saloon for
the striptease, and she said, “It looked fun.” She added th at I ought
to hurry home because she was meeting some neat guys. Love Anne.
I last saw my father when Anne and I went to California on our
honeymoon. T hat was four years ago. Anne w anted to meet him and
Audrey Lightning Strikes, his Blackfeet wife, and their children.
W ithin a week my father asked me if I had become a C om m unist,
then expressed the opinion that I might have found a more intelligent
w om an to bear his grandchildren. Love Anne. The sweat in my hands
smudged dirt on the paper. I w ondered if M arva ever expressed to
Elaine the opinion th at Lyle m arried the wrong woman. I w ondered
if I was brooding like my father used to brood. My father had teased
Anne about her hooked nose and said, “It ought to be m ade extinct,”
then he asked me w hat I was going to do now th at I had my college
degree. W ork for the railroad a few m onths. His cheeks puffed red
and he sat in his recliner for two hours and chewed his pipe and
stared at the sun reflecting off the still waters of the swimming pool.
I heard M other cough in the next room , then all was quiet again.
Anne’s letter curled from the sweat aging into the paper. Audrey
was the only one who ever wrote, always near Christm as, and she
would say, your father is w orking hard and is unhappy over life.
Elaine and I took the path dow n the buffalo cliffs to the p is ’kun
where the Blackfeet used to kill off the maimed anim als with arrow s
and knives. W hen I was a child I used to look here for bones and
arrow heads and in all those years of growing up I found one frag
m ent of chipped flint. All th at rem ained were the crum pled bodies
of cars teenagers stole from tow n and pushed over the cliff on week
ends. Elaine and I sat near the m uddy river flowing past the p is ’kun.
N ot far from here, I said, is the cave where Red Old M an killed the
Snake warrior. Red Old M an had gone on the w ar path alone to
avenge the slaying of a neighbor whose wives wailed through the
night. Red Old M an com plained th at he couldn’t sleep, but he
didn’t adm it to wanting the two wives th at were his when he re-
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turned from battle. My father said this happened long ago in the
days of the stone knives, and I used to climb along the cliffs by the
river and look for the cave I never found. My father said the cave
was destroyed when the white man built the railroad through the
canyon. I gathered driftwood from the shore while Elaine cleared
the ashes from the stone fireplace that was there when I was a child.
There were stories told by the white man that the ghost of the Snake
warrior still roams through the canyon and throws buffalo bones at
young lovers embracing in the grass. The breeze off the water
fanned the flames licking the hot dogs we held on sticks. We drank
cheap wine, and I told Elaine what my father had said about beef,
that we should eat buffalo and venison instead since wild meat
was healthier, that he should know, after all he was a doctor. Then
he would wink and pat my child’s head and say he was a medicine
man, and I never understood what he meant until years later when I
met Audrey Lightning Strikes. Elaine said, “Remember when we
were bad?’ I smiled, “Yes, I remember,” while watching the muddy
currents curl in the river. Elaine folded her hands in front of her face
and looked into the fire. The scars on her wrist seemed like rivers
gone wild. I remembered squirming awkwardly in the back seat of
the old Ford, and how the sweat on our bellies slopped like grease
and how the mosquitoes delighted themselves on the flood of flesh.
Elaine had said, I want to love once before giving myself to God, I
don’t believe this is a sin. I remembered Elaine sitting up in the back
seat while beams of moonlight shone on her breasts. Then she said,
itch, and I scratched some bites near her nipples, and she giggled,
so this is what it’s like. Either you give yourself up to God or you
give yourself up to the insects, I said and she laughed, I’ll take God
anytime. That was long ago and no one threw buffalo bones at us.
“Yes, I remember,” and I handed her the bottle of wine. Her fingers
clasped my wrist and her nails dug toward my veins. She said,
“Each night I prayed when I was away I felt as though I was drying
up in the sun.” The coals of the fire sparkled like the stars in the sky,
so we agreed, it is better to give our blood to the mosquitoes and then
kill them for their lechery. Laughing made the blood flow faster
and we finished the wine. Beyond the twilight we made love on the
springy seat of a wrecked Impala.
I wrote Anne to say I would not be home for awhile as my mother
was ill. There was not much else to say. Cleaning the garage was a
bore. But that was a lie. M other said her kidneys ached and she stam
mered when she asked if I would rub her back. Facing away from
me she took off her pajama tops and lay face down on the bed. She
was careful to cover her breasts with her arms. Her back looked pale
and swollen, but I wasn’t sure, I hadn’t seen her naked since child41
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hood. “Over the kidneys, please,” she said. I rubbed over the warm
dry skin and said she should call the doctor. “No, I feel better today,
but last night . . .” “W hat about last night?” “I do feel better today.”
But her words were exhausted. I said, I do think we should call the
doctor. “N o.” H er flesh felt ready to crack. She didn’t sigh. W hen I
finished she asked me to pull the covers up to her neck, then she
turned around and leaned against the back of her bed and coughed.
H er eyes looked like they were focusing on the flowered w allpaper
behind me. “Lyle, last night I felt as though I was going to die.” She
rubbed her forehead with her wrist. “I kept thinking o f you and how
you deserve better than w hat you’ve given yourself.” I said life
wasn’t heaven but it wasn’t m eant to be either. She smiled and said
that sounded very Catholic of me, but she still felt I had foresaken
the Church as well as Anne whom she was m ost fond of. I said I was
sorry, that I didn’t feel as though I had foresaken anyone, th at there
m ust be a m isunderstanding. “Lyle, it has been four years since
you’ve gone to M ass with m e.” I said I was sorry, please don’t mis
understand. “Lyle?” I thought of how easy it was to tease her when
she was well. I asked her w hat her tem perature was. One hundred
and one. I told her I was calling the doctor. She said it w asn’t neces
sary. I finished my letter to Anne and said, perhaps you should have
come, you cheer M other so. I sm oked some hashish in my father’s
opium pipe. W ith each toke the mildewed residue would burn off
and nauseate me. The fish on the stem m ight as well have been
laughing at me. M aybe he would swallow me. The doctor spent ten
m inutes with M other and assured me she only had a touch of flu
but th at she was very depressed. D o be understanding. A nd patient.
He gave me another prescription, and M arva asked me if I had seen
Elaine while I was in town. I said no. M arva said, if you do tell her
to drop by and see us, it has been so long.

Things were looking better. Elaine and I were barbecuing a
chicken over charcoal on the patio. She didn’t care w hether the
neighbors in this classy apartm ent house objected to either the
smoke or the stranger over for dinner. N or did she anticipate anyone
objecting to a neglected apartm ent during the week o f P aul’s “busi
ness leave of absence from hom e.” Elaine said, “P au l’s bed beats
the back seat of a wrecked car, this way we don’t have to contend
either with God or the m osquitoes.” I suggested we m ight have to
contend with her husband, but she laughed, “D o n ’t be silly, he’s not
due hom e for two m ore days.” A very long business trip, I added,
and Elaine smiled, “I’m so grateful,” and I thought of A nne teasing
me to come home. A fter all, I said, Anne and Paul are probably up
to the same thing. Elaine reached for my belt, and we laughed and
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rolled through the thick shag carpeting, then I reminded her how
our luck has never been good for more than a few days. Images of
the man kissing my mother in the photograph stirred me as I thought
of how faithful she had been to the Church’s teachings on marriage
after the divorce. For years she continued to wear her engagement
and wedding rings, even on the day of my own wedding when she
told me, “In the eyes of the Church I’m still married.” I told Elaine
that M other felt like she was dying but the doctor diagnosed it as
depression. I wanted to make fun of it, but Elaine raised her hand
over her head emphasizing the scars on her wrist. The moment
passed quickly. She took my hand and led me to the patio where we
sniffed at the chicken turning over the coals on the electric spit.
Nearly done. We smoked some hashish while the stereo played
McCoy Tyner ecstatic on the piano at the Newport Jazz Festival.
We were nibbling on the steaming chicken when the front door
opened and Paul walked in. I felt like I was in an elevator and some
one had just cut the cables. But Paul looked more funny than threat
ening in his brown sports jacket stained at the armpits, it must have
been a hard week for sure, and the attache case might have been a
bomb as he flung it across the living room where it landed so softly
in the thick carpeting. But Paul managed to smile at us and we m an
aged to look innocent as children and Paul said, “You didn’t expect
me home until tomorrow, did you?” He smiled like a man with every
thing under control. He walked down the hallway and into the
bathroom without bothering to close the door, and we heard the
loud piddling of a piss so long that I wondered if he wasn’t pouring
water into the toilet. I took a bite off a chicken leg. Elaine looked
embarrassed, but she tried to reassure me by biting into her meat too.
The toilet flushed like an animal choking to death, and Paul leaned
on the doorway and looked into the bedroom. He lit a cigarette with
a butane lighter and he reminded me of the fish on my father’s
opium pipe. He would have liked to swallow us like the whale did
Jonah or like the sturgeon did Old Man Napi in the Blackfeet legend.
The good old all-American confrontation, and as the smoke funneled
from his mouth I imagined gun fights yankee and rebel miners would
have in the streets of Virginia City while the girls laughed in the
saloons. Then Paul dropped his cigarette into the carpeting and tried
to crush it out with his shoe, but it was still smoking when he passed
us on his way out the door. “My, this is good chicken,” I said and
cleaned the meat off the bone. Elaine laughed and bit into her
breast meat. I pointed to the cigarette still smoking in the hallway
and Elaine said, “Don’t worry, all things pass, always.”
For the first time since the divorce, the garage was cleaned out.
All that remained was to rake the dirt floor of leaves and bits of
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glass and paper and bolts and nails. I had piled the trunks on top of
one another by the wall. I had saved all the photographs, all the
pewter drinking mugs and silk tapestries, and my father’s Army
uniform. If I ever open those trunks again, I know the stench will
still be there, that the fungi will carry on with feeding off our fan
tasies. M other was getting better. She was out of bed now, working
her crossword puzzles in the kitchen by the blaring television set,
but said she would be a few m ore days before returning to w ork at
the real estate office. I rem em bered how my father cried the night
he told me he would be leaving tow n forever, how he bought me a
steak too big to eat and even let me sip his m artini, how he asked
the club’s organist to play my favorite songs. “This Old H ouse”
and “Sixteen Tons.” Father cried and I couldn’t understand. I
wanted to say, “Hey, I’m just a kid,” but he prom ised that I could
come to California to see him in the summer. But it was several
years until I met A udrey Lightning Strikes nursing their younger
child from her dark breast, and she would tell me stories the Blackfeet used to tell before the white m an came to the prairie, and my
father would puff his pipe while I listened and he would squirm in
his chair as though em barrassed. I will never forget the story A udrey
told about Heavy Collar who woke one m orning while alone on the
prairie and discovered that he had slept by a pile of w om an’s bones.
Heavy Collar ran off afraid, but when night came and he lay dow n to
sleep he was terrified to see the w om an’s bones lying beside him.
He beat the bones, shot arrow s at them , and the w om an laughed, “I
have been killed once, why try to kill me again?” The w om an fol
lowed him to his village, and only Heavy C ollar’s aging m other
saved the village from the ghost w om an’s wrath. She handed the
ghost w om an a pipe full of a medicine, and then she died, and to
gether Heavy Collar’s m other and the ghost w om an left for the
Sand Hills. I raked the garage floor. M any years ago the buffalo ate
grass here. Now the only secret that rem ained was in the dust itself.
The next day I would return across the m ountains to Anne and p ro b 
ably to another good old all-Am erican confrontation. W herever I
go I am followed by bones. W herever I go I try to find medicine in
the sun. W hen I die I w ant my enemy to slay me with a knife m ade
of stone.
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PEACE THROUGH SILENCE*
by Miguel Delibes
Translated by Murray Baumgarten and Gabriel Berns

Once in bed, he (Jacinto) begins to shake. He puts on a sweater,
spreads his bathrobe on top of the blankets, huddles up and pulls the
edge of the bedclothes over his shoulders. He is beginning to re
spond. There in bed he feels much better: tranquil and silent. Ever
since the day he said good-bye to Dario Esteban he has not missed
the lack of companionship nor has he even felt the need to turn on
the radio. “For me, words are superfluous,” he (Jacinto) says to
himself.
At the beginning, when Genaro had suggested that he join the
Group, Jacinto thought that the world in fact did need universal un
appropriated words and that therefore Esperanto might offer a solu
tion. He enrolled with great expectations but after a short time he
gave it up because he realized that if you talk, you argue; if you
argue, you hate; and if you hate, you kill. It was then that he (Jacin
to) thought: “Better, fewer and newer words.” Genaro would often
find him in a trance (he often saw him seated in a chair, rubbing his
head, or meditating alone on top of one of the hills surrounding the
city) and a few weeks later Jacinto first announced the objectives of
the MOVEMENT FOR PEACE THROUGH SILENCE. It was still
in the embryonic stages and not yet fully articulated, but it had a sug
gestive appearance and an undeniable interior strength. Jacinto
said: “We did not take advantage of the Tower of Babel, but al
though it is late, it is not too late.” Actually, very few people paid
any attention to him (to Jacinto) and the majority of that minority
only made fun of him. Dario Esteban himself heard him speak one
morning in the Refectory and said: “D on’t talk nonsense, Jacinto
San Jose; it would be better for you to discuss the 3-3-4. Do you
think the 3-3-4 is a suitable offensive tactic or, on the contrary, do
you believe it is merely a discreet defensive strategy?” and Jacinto
wrinkled his nose in an effort to smile as he said “I’m sorry, I never
use it,” to which Dario Esteban replied, his fleshy neck cocked to one
side like a frightened chicken, “do you doubt, Jacinto San Jose, that
speaking about sports is even healthier than to practice them?”
After this reticent observation, Jacinto decided to speak only essen
tial words. The conversations in the Refectory, the voiced encount*From The Drowning Man: A Parable (Parabola del naufrago, 1969).
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ers upon entering and leaving the office, all seemed to him to be a
senseless waste, and only when speaking to the m irror did he (Jacin
to) permit himself any verbal license for, after all, Jacinto could
destroy his image (the mirror) if he wanted to, and such aggression
would not be serious or have any harmful consequences for anyone
else. Convinced of the systematic congruence of his ideas, Jacinto
spent some days looking for disciples. The first epigone was Cesar
Fuentes (also known as Caesarean) who immediately formulated his
own radical, uncompromising plan as soon as Jacinto had finished
speaking: it was necessary to cut out the tongues of all rational
beings (in his flute-like voice, Cesar Fuentes had actually said their
mouths should be castrated) so as to nip verbal aggressions in the
bud, so to speak. Jacinto attempted to appeal to Cesar’s better na
ture by saying: “Be careful, Cesar Fuentes, an ideology born of re
sentment will have a hard time catching on, and if it did have any
success, it would only generate more resentment. If the attem pt at
mutual understanding is a utopian scheme, there is only one possibil
ity for understanding: not to make the attem pt at all.”
Besides Cesar Fuentes, there were two men who attracted Jacin
to’s attention from the beginning, for obvious reasons: Baudelio
Villamayor, the gardener, because of his general terseness of speech,
and the first-class scribe, Eutilio Crespo, who had an instinctive de
sire to keep himself hidden from others. Since his first day of em
ployment with the Company, Baudelio Villamayor had made himself
understood through half finished words and sentences so that when
he said “morning,” it was understood that he meant “good morning,”
and if he said “good,” everyone knew he meant “good afternoon.”
As for Eutilio Crespo, Jacinto noticed he was so jealous of his scribal
status, that he would hide whatever he was working on behind a
palm leaf fan to evade plagiarism. Both Baudelio Villamayor and
Eutilio Crespo accepted the bylaws of the M OVEM ENT FOR
PEACE THROUGH SILENCE but for them, Jacinto’s words fell on
deaf ears. That did not stop Jacinto from maturing and elaborating
his ideology, trying to articulate the premises of his doctrine, and on
the afternoon he formulated his motto “neither rhetoric nor dia
lectics; the short sentence, the short word, the long thought,” Bau
delio Villamayor objected that he already had the short words and
sentences, but how the hell could he find a long thought. This criti
cism gave Jacinto something to think about and he finally summa
rized his thesis with the following conclusions:
a) It is not reasonable that all o f man’s energies be dissipated through his
mouth.
b) The word, to date, has only served as an instrument o f aggression or as
an exponent o f stupidity.
c) Words have been used to construct Gardens o f Eden which cannot be
reached on foot and
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d) the fewer words we utter and the shorter they are, the less aggression
and floating stupidity there will be in the world.

So, the question of long thoughts was left unresolved for the time
being, and the new language of C ontract was born even though J a 
cinto had not planned for it to appear so soon.
Shortened words, particularly those which were originally proparoxytonic, became more euphonic and were perfectly intelligible
within the context of the sentence; they saved time not only for the
person speaking and writing, but also for the listener or reader; by
redesigning the dictionary, the renovated words recovered their orig
inal strength and purity which use and abuse (erosion was the term
Jacinto employed) had made them lose; there would no longer be
any risk of verbal autom atism , the direct cause of all floating stupid
ity and, finally, the possibility of discord would be weakened since if
he who talks a lot errs a lot, he who hardly speaks hardly errs.
Cesar Fuentes, Baudelio Villamayor and Eutilio Crespo smiled as
they gave the single acquiescent clap (the traditional ovation was
reduced in C ontract to a single clap since it expressed agreement
and pleasure just as well w ithout wasting time or expending energy
uselessly). Jacinto performed the first dem onstration with his now
famous slogan: “Neither rhetoric nor dialectics; any attem pt at
comprehension through words is utopian,” which in C ontract came
out reduced to, “N either rhetor nor dialect; any attem p at compre
through words is utope.” Cesar Fuentes, Baudelio Villamayor and
Eutilio Crespo gave another clap and Cesar Fuentes said “w onder!”
and Eutilio Crespo said “stupen!” and Baudo Villamo, the garden,
looked from one side to the other conscious that he was participating
in the beginning of something im portant but w ithout fully grasping
its transcendence. (In time, Jacinto came to recognize that his innate
aversion to proparoxytonic words had had a great influence on the
genesis of Contract. His timidity made it impossible for him to pro 
nounce a proparoxytonic word w ithout a slight stam m er that could
easily turn into a full-fledged stutter and would constitute a clear
indication of his discomfort. C ontract transform ed all the proparoxytones into paroxytones, thus making them less overwhelming and
more digestible).
Jacinto dedicated many hours to perfecting and polishing the new
language. He often said to himself with secret satisfaction: “/ am
C ontract,” and this dictum both satisfied his diminutive vanity and
imbued him with a sense of restless responsibility. He had faith in
C ontract’s universal acceptance; fewer and shorter words could be
the ordering principle Hum anity had been searching for. Persuaded,
Jacinto (perhaps a bit too precipitously) convened the First Inaug
C ontract Conventa on the eve of Saint Joseph’s Day.
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The meeting took place in Baudelio Villamayor’s hothouse am ong
flowerpots, shovels and rakes, with the members in attendance
seated around a charcoal burning brazier and drinking glasses of red
wine. Jacinto’s speech, a model of verbal economy, was transcribed
integrally by Eutilio Crespo in the Official Record of Proceedings,
the minutes of this first session being the only ones ever taken. It
read as follows:
(Integ text inaug speech M ove Peace Through Silence delivd Jacint San
Jose, Jr.)
“D isting Compans: a few words o f saluta to tell you we are heading in the
right directa. Hum an has the obligata to econom ize sounds. It is danger to
speak more than we think. In addita, superf words lead to confuse. It is
incorr to believe that a univ language w ould facil peaceful co-exist. R he
tor and eloq language interfere with huma unders. Let us be lacon and let
us try to have one indiv speak as little as possib to anoth
indiv since if an indiv speaks in moder with anoth indiv, discrep is im poss
and conseq we will be em barking on a new perio o f defin peace. Be cogniz
o f the transcend o f this histor mom e. N othi more. Let us now nom inate a
Direct, a Vice-Direct, a Secret, a Vice-Secret and a Treasure for the govern
o f our assoce.”

A dry clap was heard, like the uncorking of a bottle, but when it
came time to nom inate members of the Executive Committee, it was
necessary to delete the position of Vice-Secret due to the lack of
available candidates. After his election as Direct, Jacinto had to
split himself into little pieces in order to be able to offer advice, avoid
conflicts, and resolve difficult problems, but in spite of his zeal, a
conflict did arise during the Questa and Answer period. “The end
ings tion and zon contract to ta for euphonic reasons,” said Jacinto.
“For examp, precaution becomes precauta and horizon becomes
horita. Verbal tenses, with the excepta of the past partic do not con
tract. Examps, delivd for delivered, invent for invented. W ords of
two syllabs gener do not contract. Exceptas: proper names and
those words ending in consons. Examps, Cesa Fuenta and erro for
error.”
Eutilio Crespo, with his proverbial distrust for everyone, interrupt
ed Jacinto constantly, dem anding further explanations, as if he
(Jacinto) were trying to put something over on them all, and tow ard
the end of the session, he (Eutilio) began to accuse Jacinto of being
overbearing, speaking to him in such a way that the friendly dia
logue eventually degenerated into a bitter discussion. Firstly, Eutilio
Crespo said: “If verbal tenses do not contract with the excepta of
the past partice, we are head in the wrong directa, Jacint.” Secondlly,
Jacinto replied: “Bear in mind, Eutil, that it is a questa of inventing
a new language, but one that is com pre.” Thirdly, seeing the way
things were going and trying to avoid a crisis in leadership, Cesar
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Fuentes spoke up: “Your attenta, please, I am going to read you the
first translata into C ontract of an Anto M acho poem, but Eutilio
Crespo (fourthly) considered Cesar Fuentes’ interventa as a provocata and he angrily shouted: “This is no time for your stupids! This
is a serious questa,” and since Jacinto, waving his bluish hands in an
attem pt to calm things down still wouldn’t give in (fifthly), Eutilio
Crespo lost his head (sixthly) and shouted at him: “You’re a dictate
and a son-of!” , he said to him, and even though Jacinto weakly in
dicated that his position as Direct of the recently constituted assoc
iation dem anded certain respect, Eutilio Crespo, beside himself
(seventhly), dragged his stool away from the brazier, stood up, and
at the top of his voice he ended all possibility of agreement: “The
Direct can kiss my testics!” he shouted and then things got out of
hand. While Jacinto kept saying, “Your attenta, please,” Cesar
Fuentes insisted on reading A nto M acho’s sonnet, and at the same
time Baudelio Villamayor, the gardener, grabbed Eutilio Crespo by
the lapels of his jacket, shaking him and calling him a queer and a
revisionist. Eutilio Crespo, after freeing himself from Baudelio’s
grasp (eighthly and lastly) went to the door saying: “Go fuck a
duck, you garden of shit,” as he left the room, slamming the door be
hind him.
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THE SUMMER OF THE SAD CARS

T hat summer seemed like a mad drive tow ard some distant place,
a city bathed in neon, but later he realized the shim m ering vision
was a mirage, that he had not got anywhere, and that all that driving
had left a trail of cars scattered along roads like the leaves of fall.
His father’s Lincoln Zephyr went first, w ounded within. Then his
Buick, dying in the heat from old age. The 1935 Ford sedan, the
Oldsmobile with its primitive H ydra-M atic, a S tudebaker coupe, a
1938 Ford, a 1936 Chevrolet— they stretched in a row like the final
result of a long assembly line, windshields winking as they waited
for the scrapper.
Why had he wasted them? they w anted to know. Why had they
failed him? he wanted to know.
The Lincoln was a huge boat of a car, black paint faded and
chipped, but his father thought it had class—m eaning the twin spot
lights, the underseat heaters, the push-button doors. It’s the kind of
car an executive would drive, his father might have said. But to
Chris’ hot rage the car had no power. The original V-12 engine
gulped gas to produce its own smokescreen, and so his father re
placed it with a V-8. Overweight and underpow ered, it would barely
get out of its own way. Like everything else, Chris thought, it limped
along.
He drove it everywhere, sitting behind the wheel like an owner.
School had ended in May, when his father came home sick, and
Chris went to w ork in the service station. It was to be a couple of
days, then a week, but time stretched into the beautiful w eather of
June and when school had officially ended he was still pum ping gas,
doing oil changes and lube jobs, the grime etched into the lines of
his hands. By then he had already wasted three cars.
One night he picked up his father’s medicine at the Rexall, and
when he came out Buzz was beside the fender with two girls. He
heard the laughter, saw the cigarette’s glow, and then Buzz whis
pered that they were hot to trot, and did he w ant to drive to The
Point? Chris looked at the medicine in his hand and then at the two
girls—thin shadows beside the car—and, heart racing, said, “Why
not?” They got in, a girl beside each boy, and as he started the car,
pulling away from Loaner’s Corner, she said: “W hatcher name?
I’m Sally.”
“ I’m Chris,” he said. The name sounded strange—was that who
he was? In the dark countryside they had come to he wondered
where he was going, w hat he was going to be. Sally’s leg was against
his, her perfume choked the air. H er presence, the way she lit her
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cigarette excited him and he wanted to think about anything except
the service station.
“Yer in school?” she asked, exhaling thin streams from her nose.
“I’m out,” he said, as if he had already graduated; as if this long
black Lincoln gliding through the night on fat whitewall tires were
his.
“Yar,” she said. “Me too—I’m car-hopping at M erhars.”
The road turned, inclined tow ard the blinking lights of the radio
station high on Mt. Scott, and at its base was The Point. Chris
stepped the gas to the floor, heard the carburetor’s gasp. They sped
upward, the city unfolding beneath them in a carpet of lights; the
carb sucked, gasped, they climbed into thinner air and headlights
clipped off the white headstones of the cemetery.
“Yer cute, y’know it?” Sally said, moving closer; his arm was
draped around her back and waist, and with one hand he guided
the Lincoln’s great white wheel, steering upward. In the m irror he
saw Buzz kiss his girl, and Chris wasn’t sure he would know how to
kiss—he had never had to—but he would try, for the pressure of warm
lips was what he wanted.
As the road inclined sharply the car grew weary, slowed. Chris
reached with his free hand to shift to second, felt the back end
bounce, the fat tires accept the new gear. Under the wide expanse of
hood, the engine whined, straining.
“Oh don’tcha just love it up here?” Sally said, leaning back, her
breasts catching the highlights from the dash. She was agreeable to
anything, he thought, and as the car began to buck, slow, he shifted
into low and cursed.
“This crate gonna make it?” Buzz wondered.
The car began the final mile of hill and halfway up, engine scream
ing, the speedometer needle dropping to the small numbers. H alf a
mile separated them from the top when the Lincoln bucked to a stop.
“W ait,” Chris said. “I’ll try again.”
He coasted down in reverse, half-turned with his leg firmly against
Sally, her eager w arm th entering him. He coasted back to the final
turn, gunned the engine, popped the clutch, and the heavy car lunged
into the night. He left it in low, his foot to the floor all the way,
lights clipping the grave markers with rapid flashes. Then the car
stuttered, and a thin whisper of steam traced from under the broad
hood—and again it bucked, shuddered, clicked metallic through the
drive train, the rear wheels, and all power dissolved.
“Oh shit,” Sally said.
“Let’s walk it,” Buzz said.
“N o,” Chris said, for it was a m atter of pride, this being his very
first date with a girl. “I’ll try it in reverse.”
Again he backed down the hill, and at the first curve turned the car
around. Engine now cool, he gunned it, popped clutch and hanging
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from the door he guided the big car through the night in reverse. The
giant wheel rocked in his hands, steering the dancing swaths of red,
the tail lights an echo of the radio tow er lights high over The Point.
It was difficult, speeding in reverse into darkness—he wished that his
father had let him clip a red and chrom e squirrel-knob on the wide
white wheel.
The gas pedal mushed underfoot, the carb gasped, balked; all
power turned to jello within the chrom ehard cylinder walls—the rear
wheels turned slower, began to hop against the road in excited con
vulsions as the grade steepened. In desperation Chris popped the
clutch in and out, the engine racing wide throttle for a second then
fading into the driving wheels. Suddenly he felt the clutch pedal fall
to the floor, dead—som ething within had broken, like a bone slipped
from its socket—and slowly the car began to coast downhill, into the
city.
Looking across the Buick’s hood Chris watched the traffic on
Sandy Boulevard—the bright chrom e and paint, cars which moved as
sm oothly as the owners’ lives. Almost every one he could identify by
make, model, year. Occasionally he would see a hybrid, a sleek cus
tom jo b easing along, lowered hiphigh, skirts, dual exhausts, every
thing he dream ed of.
His father came from the clinic, went dow n the steps carefully,
and walked with exaggerated slowness across the parking lot. His
hat brim was tipped across his forehead, and his leather jacket was
scuffed into light and d ark patterns. W hen he got to the car it
seemed that he took forever getting the door open and with infinite
patience he stepped on the runningboard, sat dow n slowly, then
pulled in his feet. Finally he shut the door.
“U uhhh,” he said, “that lug thinks I’m a pincushion.”
Chris had the engine running, and the big Buick moved across the
lot and into the street. The differential had the bearing howl com 
m on to GM cars, but Chris had poked a hole in the muffler and the
rumble of exhaust covered all other noises. He had bought it for ten
dollars, replaced the tim ing chain, and had intended to sell it; now,
however, he had nothing else to drive. In m om ents of wild fantasy he
thought about putting four Strom bergs on it, milling the head, and
splitting the exhaust m anifold. It would make a good tow car, if he
ever decided to race the roadster.
“Let’s get a cone,” his father said.
“Sure,” he said, stopping at M iller’s 33 Flavors; these drives were
like going on a picnic, he thought. A hot breeze bounced off the as
phalt but inside it was cool; the girl behind the counter wore a
fuschia-colored uniform and he could see through it to the lines of
her underwear. He wished th at his hands were not so dirty. He or
dered a double dip chocolate cone for his father and a rocky road
for himself, and they sat in the car eating them. This stop had be-
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come a ritual in their weekly drive to the clinic, and Chris wondered
whether his father did it as a reward for Chris or because he enjoyed
breaking the doctor’s strict diet.
“Well, that sawbones says I can go back to w ork.” He had a thin
line of ice cream along the line of his mustache.
“G reat,” Chris said, thinking about his roadster spread in a million
pieces in the basement of the garage. If he had, say, a hundred dol
lars and two weeks uninterrupted time he believed he could have
that car back on the road.
The following M onday his father rode with him in the Buick, their
lunchpails together on the seat between them. Chris trembled with
excitement as he drove down the clean rain-swept streets. Traffic
was light and he drove smoothly as W oodstock curved into the plush
Reed campus and around the golf course; as they followed the river
south his excitement m ounted, and he wondered at his heart pound
ing.
At the garage he put out the displays, unlocked the pumps, opened
the wide doors while his father looked around the office. By nine,
before the day became hot, he was ready to duck downstairs to work
on his car. He was studying the situation when his father came to
the top of the stairs and called him. “Chris, fellow wants his oil
checked.”
He came up the stairs wiping his hands on a rag and walked past
his father to the pum p island. The car was a new Olds 88, and now
that he had come all the way out here Chris did not mind opening
the hood, to get a look at that engine. “Doc says I wasn’t supposed
to lift anything heavy,” his father explained to the driver, leaning
toward the window. “That means hoods too. I’m not supposed to
put my hands above my head.”
Jeezus christ, thought Chris, shutting it, nodding to the driver
that the oil level was fine. If he can’t lift a hood I’ll be up here all
the time. His father got the money and rang it up, walking around
the car with a terrible slowness. Chris looked down the street, and
admired a bright m aroon Ford convertible that rumbled past; he
hated the kid who drive it, top down, tow ard the swimming area of
the lake.
M ost of the m orning Chris was in the lube room or on the island.
His father disappeared from time to time, emerging later from that
grimy green cubicle they called a bathroom . “I keep having to
pee,” he said, trying to laugh, “but nothing happens.” They ate
lunch together in the office; Chris was finished while his father still
nibbled on a sandwich, chewing with the same slowness that charac
terized his walk. Chris latched his lunchbucket, got a drink of water
from the yellowed fountain outside, and rested against the doorjam b.
“Say Chris,” his father said, “M axie will buy the front spring off
that ’37 Ford if we take it off—says he’ll come by before five.”
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Chris looked at the clock and said, “Guess I better go now.” He
got a tray of tools, a floor jack, and went down the hill to the field
behind the garage. A dozen cars sat in the high grass, overgrown by
blackberry vines; his father had hauled them here one at a time, and
although the city council was trying to stop him he was junking the
cars for parts. Chris jacked up the front end of the coupe, blocked
the axle, and crawled under. The grass was hot and dusty, but the
shade below the front fender was cool. He wire-brushed the spring
shackles, squirted them with Liquid Wrench, and waited: black and
yellow bees big as his thum b droned through the berry vines, and the
odor of sun-baked paint, engine oil, dusty grass saturated everything.
Lying on his back he could see the blue sky beyond the bum per—what
if he had his car together? he wondered. W hat if his father hadn’t
been—wasn’t—sick? Last summer had been a dream: he had worked
on his car in the warm sun, reading magazines and drinking lemonade
in the hammock when it got too hot. He and Horace went down
town, went to the Yeager Theater on Friday nights, had mock battles
as a dreamy dusk fell around the neighborhood.
He squirted the shackles again, then pounded them to break the
rust’s grip; he got the nuts off one side but a shackle bolt on the
other side stripped. He began to chisel it off when his father called.
He got out from under, dust and grass chaff irritating his skin, and
ran down the hill. “He wants his oil checked.” With exaggerated
speed Chris opened the hood, checked the oil, closed it, and ran back
down the hill. He chiseled the nut off but couldn’t get the shackle
free of the spring; he jacked and blocked, trying to ease the spring’s
tension, but the shackles were frozen. He lay in the hot grass, sweat
ing, dirt impressed into his cheek, and then with all his strength he
swung the hammer; the shackle didn’t budge. He swung again, and
as the hammer head deflected his knuckles hit the frame horn, peel
ing back the skin.
His father called again, and Chris came to the top, sweaty and
dusty. “Listen,” he said, motioning with his thum b, “I can’t keep
running up and down the hill. It’s all loose, you get it off.” He
went to the island and checked the oil in Bartegan’s old Hudson; it
was down the usual quart and he also sold her a pint of clutch fluid,
knowing that it too would be down. When Bartegan left Chris
walked into the road and looked at where the grass was flattened be
neath the ’37 Ford. Then he saw the door of the Buick was open and
from it stretched a pair of legs; when he walked over to it he saw his
father sleeping in the back seat, hat tipped over his face against the
sun.
Chris bought a bottle of Coke and squatted near the door, enjoying
the small breeze that drifted through the shade beneath the wooden
canopy. Shit, he thought without anger, this wasn’t the way he fig
ured it would be.
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His father didn’t come back again, and for the rest of the summer
Chris drove to w ork alone, ate lunch in the office alone; each evening
he headed tow ard home, another day done.
A week later the Buick quit; he was halfway up the steep grade
above Reed College when the car slowed, then began to coast back
ward, the engine racing. An axle? he wondered; transmission? clutch?
He left it angled into the curb—a rat gray sedan with a crumpled fen
der and a hood he had never quite got on correctly—and it sat in that
posh neighborhood for weeks until he finally got it hauled home.
He hitchhiked to the station the next day, arriving at noon. Be
tween customers he carried a battery and a can of gas down the hill
and picked out a car from the junkers: a 1935 Ford sedan, trunk
model. It was solid, with fair upholstery, and complete; only after he
got it running and started up the hill did he realize that the clutch
slipped badly. He gave it a quick wash, hung on license plates from
the Buick, and parked it across the street. He studied it, imagining
a nice green paint job, whitewalls, skirts; it began to look better and
better.
The next week, when he drove his father to the clinic, he said: I
think we can fix it up, don’t you? We got those mufflers, we could
put on duals. Lower it.” Because he was getting sick of the garage,
of days passing in the grime of the lube rack; because he wanted to
be free on the streets with his friends, he tried to believe that this car
could be made not only beautiful but perfect. “W hat do you think?”
“I think it needs a new clutch,” his father said.
His father sat stiffly beside the door, looking straight ahead. He
looked smaller, shrinking into his clothes, and his skin seemed yel
lowish. That was due to a lack of sunshine, Chris assumed. His fa
ther hardly went out of the house; he spent the day sleeping or sitting
in a chair in the frontroom , reading westerns and mysteries. Chris’
m other gave the shots, bathed him, gave alcohol rubs and watched
his diet. The one thing she couldn’t do was to make him stop smok
ing; he smoked Luckies constantly and when they were gone he
rolled his own or took out a pipe.
“We’ll stick in a new clutch,” Chris said.
“There’s a reason,” his father said, breathing heavily. “Probably
cause the rear main leaks.” The words came with effort, but he kept
his voice level as if he were a teacher. “W ouldn’t do no good to put
in a new disc and pressure plate. Have to put in a new lower end.
This had babbitted rods—”
“Okay!” Chris said, stepping on the gas in anger; the clutch
slipped and the engine overrevved wildly until he let up.
“That don’t do it no good.”
“Okay, forget it,” Chris said. “W ho cares.”
“Gee, I wish you hadn’t broken the Lincoln.”
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At the clinic Chris waited in the car, studying its dashboard and
interior; he hated the clinic, with its overpow ering medicinal smells
and the rows of crippled and sick arranged along the walls. In the
car he could watch traffic and dream , floating within a cloud that
promised only good things.
Eventually his father came out the door, looked around, and used
the handrail to help himself dow n the stairs. He walked m ore slow
ly than ever, and when he got to the door he said: “W hy didn’tcha
park closer?”
“C an’t see the ro ad ,” Chris said, hitting the starter b u tton even
before his father was seated. The starter growled and alm ost im m ed
iately the solonoid clicked against the firewall. Either the battery
was dead or a term inal was loose; Chris got out, raised the hood side
and tapped the connection with a wrench while his father stood, half
in and half out, waiting. He tried the starter b u tton again but n o th 
ing happened. “We got to push it, I guess,” he said, trying to see
which direction was at least level if not downhill; everything looked
upward to him, as if they had parked over a w ater drain. “Hells
bells.” He put the gear lever in neutral, then went to the back.
“Well let’s try to go that way.”
His fath er looked at the car and the direction in which Chris had
gestured; he took a deep breath, as if
reaching
a decision. “D
think I can,” he said. “I can’t.”
Chris waited, palms against the hot metal, looking at his father;
he sure as hell couldn’t push it alone. But the choice was to try or
sit there for hours or to call a tow truck. “Well, shoot,” he said,
“maybe you could at least steer it tow ard that driveway.” He could
see through the rear window as his father got in, slid across the seat,
and as Chris leaned against the tru n k anger shot adrenalin through
his system. Feet braced, he pushed with his shoulder and the car
inched forw ard picking up speed; when it surged down the driveway
the V-8 staggered to life, missed, then caught. Chris ran ahead and
as his father slid across the seat he got behind the wheel, foot on the
pedal; he was breathing heavily and had to wait until his heart quit
pounding.
“G onna stop for a cone?” his father said.
“Leave the
car running while you go in.”
“No time,” he said. He did have to be back to work, but there was
time to stop. He had said th at because he was angry ab o u t the car.
“Oh come on,” his father said. “It won’t take long. Please.”
He stepped on the gas, listened to the engine wind up w ithout
moving them any faster, shifted quickly into second gear; oil smoke
pumped through the holes in the firewall, enveloping them in a blu
ish cloud. W hen they got to M iller’s 33 Flavors he pulled up to the
curb, angled the back tire against it, and ran inside with the engine
running. As the girl dipped into the bins he recalled that his father
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had said please—Chris felt a kind of power, as if he were the head of
the family.
But he didn’t want power or responsibility—he wanted simple
things, he wanted his car running and to be free to run around nights
with Hop and Buzz and the others, and to not be so dam n tired that
all he could do was crawl into bed, falling into a dreamless sleep.
There had to be more than days passing, like leaves falling from a
calendar or a colorless column moving past his eyes, one day exactly
like the others. He wanted to find those girls again, and to try to get
to The Point.
Saturday night M urphy, Hop, Buzz, and Bill stopped in front of
his house. He had just finished dinner when the horn honked and he
went to the window, to see a bright yellow convertible at the curb.
Buzz yelled, “C’m on out.” He quickly slipped into levis and a blue
shirt, and was heading out the door when his parents came into the
frontroom , his m other supporting his father. “I’ll be back soon,”
he said.
He came down the steps and walked around the convertible. It
was bright yellow, with brown leather upholstery. “Hey man,
where’d you get th isT
“Traded the Merc in,” M urphy said. “You like it?”
“You bet,” Chris said, imagining himself cruising Forster R oad in
this. He would have even settled for M urphy’s old Mercury, which
had a leopardskin headliner that drove girls wild.
“Well let’s go,” Buzz said.
“Where to?” Chris asked, hitching up his pants, opening the con
vert’s door and sitting in the rich leather; the door sill just fitted un
der his arm.
“W ho knows?” M urphy said, lighting a cigarette. “Let’s see
what’s shaking.”
That suited Chris, and what happened was that they cruised the
main streets, the top down, the wind sweeping their heads; Chris
loved the way people looked at them, envied them —the garage was
forgotten, he was moving into a whole new world. Girls waved, ea
ger to be seen. They cruised until it got dark, then went to the 82nd
Street Drive-In; M urphy played his spotlight across the empty
screen, and when the film started they sat in the open, under the
stars, watching the figures on the big screen, watching lovers in other
cars, talking and horsing around, eating popcorn and drinking
Cokes. Chris remembered th at last year they had come here in
Buzz’s father’s pickup, hiding in the back behind large cardboard
boxes until they were inside the fence and then bursting out to sit on
the hood and fenders. Chris felt older this summer, and couldn’t
imagine acting that way.
After the films they joined the long line of cars and cruised slowly
down 82nd, tow ard M erhar’s. Chris felt terribly conspicuous and
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even important as they cruised through and pulled into an empty
space; everyone was looking at them. Murphy left his lights on un
til a car-hop came across the parking lot, hips swinging. “Hiya, doll,”
Murphy said, making his eyes thin; he talked around his cigarette,
trying to look like Dean Martin. “Well, what’ll it be men?”
They all got coffee and fries, and M urphy ordered a hamburger.
He had quit school two years before and had a good job in a ware
house; he could afford convertibles, cigarettes, and hamburgers.
“Yeah,” he said, slapping the steering wheel, looking along the row
of cars beside them, “I’ll probably keep this car until next spring,
then trade it in on a new one. I’ll come out okay that way.”
Chris looked around to see if Sally was working. He thought about
coming out okay: quitting school, getting a good job, buying a new
car. He was not getting paid anything for his work at the station,
and he needed money.
Later they cruised up and down 82nd, shouting at girls, laughing.
By two, when traffic had thinned, Buzz tried to get things stirred up
by betting Murphy that he wouldn’t run a red light; M urphy jammed
the cigarette to the side of his mouth and took the bet. He slowed
down and went through just as the light turned green. “Sheeeut,”
Buzz said, “that wasn’t red.” “Okay, wise guy,” M urphy said, and
he proceeded to run every red light on 82nd. At each intersection,
as they approached the light, Chris felt his stomach tighten, felt the
tension grow like a solid element; there was excitement in the
danger.
They came through Loaner’s Corner as a false dawn blossomed
over the rooftops. Chris, Buzz, and Bill sat on the top of the back
seat, high in the sweet morning air, and they were singing like a
barbershop trio the single word: Sonsabitch! They shouted it in
chorus, harmonizing, drawing out its syllables. Laughing, Chris
stood on the backseat as Murphy floorboarded the gas and they
sailed through the last intersection without stopping, their song
ringing over the empty streets like a joyous challenge: Sonsabitch!
The following day, Sunday, the station was closed. Chris slept
late, woke slowly, and ate breakfast at noon. He thumbed through
old copies of Hot R od, thought about going to Bill’s house, thought
about going to a movie at the Yeager. He made a feeble attem pt to
clean up his room, picked up a pile of dirty clothes and made his bed,
and then went into the garage to look for something to do there.
Outside the sky darkened and a heavy rain began to fall; he enjoyed
being alone in the garage, sitting on a stack of old tires, hearing the
rain on the roof.
His sister spent the afternoon with a girl friend so there were only
three for supper: he and his mother at the table, and his father in the
frontroom. Perhaps it was his sister’s absence that accounted for the
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subdued atm osphere. Chris worked his way through the Sunday
paper while he ate, and listened to the program s that came from the
floor-model radio beside his father’s chair: Fred Allen, The Jack
Benny Show, The Whistler. Across from him his m other broke a
cracker into her soup, scooped what crumbs fell to the table into her
palm and put them into the bowl—nothing wasted, th at was her
m otto. Chris suddenly realized she looked older, her face drawn; for
almost two m onths she had been m other, wife, and nurse, and she
showed the strain.
The whole house had changed, he thought, going into the frontroom: it had aged, grown worn, and in spite of the warm weather the
room seemed chilly. He saw with new clarity the thread patterns of
the rug where the weave showed, the cracked plaster, scuffed furni
ture. The radio’s finger-smoothed knobs and cracked glass dial, the
books in the case, the chipped ashtray—fam iliar things whose shoddi
ness he had never noticed before.
The chair in which his father sat was growing shapeless. His b ath
robe was faded, the ties frayed and knotted; the slippers were
cracked at the sides, heels runover, and the material conformed to
the lumpy shape of his bone structure. As Chris handed him the
main section of the paper he saw that the fine lines around his eyes
had deepened and the eyes seemed draw n below the skin; the steely
blue pupils were glazed, the whites yellowed. Above Fred Allen’s
voice and the radio laughter Chris could hear the sound of breathing,
like a file pulled against wood. And yet, to his dismay, even now
Chris watched his father’s fingers nimbly roll a cigarette and light it,
saw the flame rise brightly and die in the cloud of smoke. He gave a
short cough, picked a fleck of tobacco from his lower lip, and drew in
more smoke. How innocent that gesture once seemed: he could re
member sitting on his father’s lap, and laughing with delight as he
blew a trail of smoke rings.
“Rub my ankles, willya?”
Chris pretended to not hear; instead he turned to the classifieds
and began to study the fine print, as if he intended to buy another
car. His father asked again, and when he asked a third time Chris
finally looked up, glancing away immediately. “Naw,” he said, “I
don’t want to.” He felt that rubbing his father’s ankles was somehow
demeaning, perhaps even obscene.
“Oh c’mon, Chris,” he said, shifting his body in the chair; he had
had so many shots during the past two m onths that it was terribly
painful to rem ain in the same position for very long. Then, unwill
ingly, Chris slid across the floor to the hassock which supported his
father’s feet. The ankles were thick and swollen, the tissue so filled
with fluid that the slippers bowed outward; his father kicked off the
slippers and Chris began to rub the puffy flesh, hating the fatty
tissue which rolled under his skin.
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“A hhhhh, th at’s better.”
Chris sat on the w orn rug massaging the ugly flesh—the ankles
seemed to belong to someone else, for his father was thin as an axle—
and he had the feeling th at everything was falling apart.
Later he got in the old Ford and drove alone through his neighbor
hood; he went dow n Forster, then drove on side streets, and finally
down the roads behind H orace’s house which were little better than
twin ruts leading nowhere. He drove to a point above Indian R ock
and looked out into the darkness. Sunday nights had always de
pressed him and tonight, as he drove through the rain, things seemed
especially gloomy. He saw no one walking, saw few cars; it was as
if he had travelled past the edge of an invisible boundary and had set
himself adrift in the darkness. T hat he could see people m oving in
their houses only made his desperation m ore acute; they walked
through cheerful yellow kitchens with bright curtains, happy and
healthy. It seemed to him th at their house had been like th at only a
few m onths before, and he was am azed how quickly the situation
had changed. He drove over the fam iliar roads feeling terribly de
pressed and lonely, feeling most of all a self-pity which brought
tears to his eyes, not know ing w hat to do or which way to turn until,
as the gas gauge neared empty, he finally turned back tow ard his
home.
In the m orning he found his life changed, his childish dream s di
minished like the stars which faded into the alum inum sky o f dawn:
this was another level, and someday he would see th at life had u n 
folded like accordian stairs, a series of staggered plateaus th at one
had to follow upw ard; there was no going back. He woke to the
darkened room , daw n screened beyond the curtains; before he heard
his m other’s voice he heard the sharp, insistent cry o f birds and knew
by the clarity of their notes th at they flew through the thin air of
early morning. His m other called again. Now he was awake, his
mind racing past sleep as he slipped into his pants— oh god no, he
thought—and in the house the tableau th at would forever be bu rn t
into his memory: his m other by the window, silhouetted against the
faint light; his sister, aw akened by the cries, leaned on a chair, the
confusion of the room reflected in her eyes; neither cried no r turned
her head from the figure seen through the d o o r’s oblique opening.
“He wanted to go to the bath ro o m ,” his m other said.
His father was lying on the bedroom floor, face down, one leg
bent halfway under as if he were frozen in the position of trying to
rise. Chris kneeled beside him, trying to imagine w hat he could do
to reverse this, not allowing him self to think th at his father was dead.
“No, listen,” he said, and as he rolled his father over a thin rattle
came from the throat; the noise repeated itself, and then the room
was silent. He laid the limp head back, trying to think w hat to do:
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his father had got out of bed headed for the bathroom , and with his
wife’s help had got this far—that was it, Chris suddenly realized, it
was all over, and he was am azed later to recall that he had not pan
icked in the face of this revelation. In fact he didn’t even speak
after that short phrase of hope—there was nothing to say. He laid
the head back, noticed the short black stubble along his father’s chin,
the dried spittle in the corner of his m outh like a layer of salt; his eyes
were closed but his m outh seemed to be open in the shape of an un
said word, and the whitish tongue was pushed past teeth. He closed the
open pajam a fly and left the room, left his father who seemed to be
sleeping on the floor. He heard the clicking noise of the telephone
as his m other insistently dialed a number.
It was over that fast—a doctor came, the am bulance took away his
father’s body, and he noticed th at the sun was barely over the ser
rated ridge of pines to the east. M ost mornings he would still be
asleep at this hour. He asked his m other if she thought he should go
to work. She said no.
Fm not crying, he thought. No one is crying.
Later, he was able to know the intensity of the stunned confusion
when he would recall absurd things he did or said during those days.
At the funeral home he and his sister wandered into an adjoining
room, where they saw a luxurious coffin; attracted by its beauty they
tiptoed to the plush lining and looked inside, to jum p back in horror
at the sight of the pale, balding corpse. O r the time when they were
driving home from the funeral home and he had remarked that his
father had had a good life, that he had not suffered. “I m ean,”
he said, as if he knew anything about life, “he never had his tonsils
out or anything like th at.” An uncle he had seen only once made the
supreme gesture and let Chris drive his new car; as they shot down
the road the uncle tried to give Chris a pep talk about the meaning of
life. The day of the funeral Chris brought in some photos of cars
to show to people; was his excitement genuine or feigned? he won
dered. After the funeral, when most of the relatives had gone, Chris
and another uncle went to a drive-in movie in the old Ford which,
at the end of the films, refused to start; they had to wait until the
crowd had left, and push it around the empty theater. W ith an
amazement born of the ridiculous or the rem arkable that was the
tone of the week, a collage of events th at seemed m arked by ex
treme clarity but which quickly blurred: later he was to ask whether
they had really happened.
F or instance, he had the impression that a neighbor had gone with
him on the day that his father had died and that they had towed the
old Buick home; it had sat in that posh neighborhood for almost
three weeks, and no sooner was it home than he and Buzz had taken
a sledge ham m er to it. The fenders refused to yield to the ham m er at
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first, the thick steel ringing in trium ph, but slowly they beat the
metal back until it folded against tires and body panels. Were they
crazy? he wondered, swinging th at ten pound ham m er with all his
strength, as if w orking off anger and sorrow.
After everyone was gone, he rem em bered, the three who were now
the family joined to make a final gesture: they flew a kite. This
playfulness was som ewhat out of character for the m other, yet it
must have been her idea. C ertainly neither Chris no r his sister cared
about kites; but then where had it come from? The fragile blue and
yellow simplicity of paper and balsa, lettered with store advertising,
was already assembled by someone, and they carried it to the vacant
lot across the street. The m other knew nothing of the mechanics of
flight, yet she took the first run; she held the string and her feet and
skirt stam m ered as she galloped across the field to the far edge and
back to where Chris and his sister waited, the kite cartwheeling like
an enraged beast. Then Chris took a turn, although he felt gawky
and odd running across the high grass; the kite teased with a slight
ascent before it dropped into the skirt of grass.
The tail was too short; no stability. There was no breeze. Or, m ost
likely, the spirit of kiting was absent.
The sister was too young, her legs too short, so all three grabbed
handholds and ran furiously, the child and the kite being dragged
along. The kite lifted to telephone wire height and they moved back
slowly; they watched the hovering blue and yellow diam ond, as deli
cate as a m oth, and they turned to one another to share this success.
While Chris felt a cold satisfaction at this accom plishm ent, he was
startled when the m other began to laugh wildly; his sister giggled,
then also laughed until she had to hold her side with one hand.
Then the breeze lessened and the kite shot dow n at an ab ru p t
plane, the product of a medieval catapult. They were at the field’s
edge and in mild panic each moved in a separate direction, each try
ing to jerk the string and break the kite’s descent; then, confused,
they moved together again, to mill in a lum bering circle dance. The
shadow of the kite darkened them as it passed like a prem onition;
they were a crowd of arm s and legs at all angles as the loops of string
fell, and they were hopelessly bound together by the snarl of cord as
the kite smashed with puny finality at their feet.
T hat was in some ways only a prelude to the summer: he burned
off the rest of the F o rd ’s clutch lining and when th at car refused to
move he abandoned it. He took the battery and license plates and
put them on a 1938 Olds tu d o r which he got from the field behind the
station; th at lasted less than a week, when its prim itive H ydra-M atic
went out. A Studebaker C om m ander coupe blew an engine the sec
ond day; a 1938 Ford threw a rod through the side of the block; a
Chevrolet coupe scattered its transm ission along F orster when, in
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sadness and anger, he tried to speed shift to second. He drove with
increasing frenzy, wasting cars one after the other, until it was diffi
cult for him to drive down a road w ithout seeing a car that he had
left behind. It surprised him that he had no regrets.
He thought that he had learned something about the im perm a
nence of metal and flesh, but he hadn’t—not until years later could he
even begin to know what his father knew as he fell through that
fragile membrane. W hat the death meant to Chris was the absence
of his father: the empty chair at the table, the missing voice when he
wanted someone to talk with, the problem of w hat to do with the fa
ther’s razor, underwear, neckties. He missed the m an’s presence. He
would recall their stops at the ice-cream store: in a hovering image
he would come out with cones and see his father through the car win
dow, his face dark against the glass like a cameo, and he would sud
denly be saddened to think that the ice-cream cone had become his
father’s single pleasure. Remembering specific moments, he would
regret not having put an arm around his father, not having told him
that he loved him: that was the material of dreams, where he would
meet his father in stores, on the street, at the homes of friends, and
they would talk about all the things that they had never had a
chance to discuss.
N ot until years later could he begin to understand what his father
must have felt: betrayed by his body, pounding heart, softening m us
cles. W hat had it cost him to ask others to do his work? Doc said I
wasn’t supposed to lift anything heavy, he had said, and I keep having
to pee, he had said—these weren’t complaints, they were cries of ex
planation, an appeal that others understand what he could not under
stand. The bitter mom ent when he stood beside the old Ford saying
I can’t I can’t push it: how could Chris hope to know the panic his
father knew when he found his body disobeying, when he suddenly
found he was too weak to do the work he had done all his life—and it
was terrifying because this weakness was translated into failure.
I f you don’t work, he had always said, yo u d o n ’t eat.
Those lessons came later; if he learned anything from the death at
the time it was to recognize his own mortality. It terrified him to rea
lize that his father was only slightly more than twice Chris’ age
when he died, and he tried to project a span of years equal to the
num ber he had lived; he felt that he had hardly begun to live and, as
he listened to his heart beating against ribs, he thought that a life
time was awfully brief.
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YOU WILL BELIEVE THIS

TWO CITIZENS
by Jam es Wright
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1973
$6.95
In each of Jam es W right’s last several books he has refocused
both intent and language. The Branch Will N ot Break (1963)
marked a shift from his early, more form al work to small, quieter
poems in which the power of personal revelation in the world was
again and again asserted. The loneliness and isolation in m any of
these poems becomes more severe in the following collection, Shall
We Gather at the River (1968). Here W right is less content to dwell
on his own pain and turns outw ard to consider the suffering and
humiliation the poor endure, as in “In T error of H ospital Bills” or
“The M inneapolis Poem ” where he writes:
I wonder how many old men last winter
Hungry and frightened by nam elessness prowled
The M ississippi shore
Lashed blind by the wind, dreaming
O f suicide in the river.

Both of these books are included in full in the Collected Poems
(1970), along with a selection of translations and forty pages of
new poems. It is no surprise that W right has sought to translate,
among others, the difficult Spanish poems of Cesar Vallejo. In the
following lines from “O ur Daily Bread,” the closeness of at least
one side of W right’s sensibility to Vallejo’s speaks for itself:
Every bone in me belongs to others;
and maybe I robbed them.
*

*

*

and I start thinking that, if I had not been born,
another poor man could have drunk this coffee. . .

The “new poems” provide a bridge between the earlier work and
Two Citizens (1973). The new poems do not comprise a book in
the sense that the other collections clearly do. But here we find
more tentative and various expressions of the hum an concerns that
have always figured in his work. On the whole, the poems are
longer and riskier than in the middle two books. W right has become
less self-effacing. His assertion of life over death, specifically the
necessity of place in this process, is genuinely stronger. The
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voice—the form —of the poems is more free-wheeling, more open to
the em barrassm ents and unique possibilities th at speech allows.
These tendencies are most apparent in the long poem, “M any of
O ur Waters: Variations on a Poem by a Black Child” where in the
section, to the Ohio, he writes:
This is not a poem .
This is not an apology to the M use.
This is the cold-blooded plea o f a hom esick vampire
T o his brother and friend.
If you do not care one way or another about
The preceding lines,
Please do not go on listening
On any account o f mine.
Please leave the poem.
Thank you.

These new soundings are taken up in Two Citizens, a book that
W right claims is “an expression of my patriotism , of my love and
discovery of my native place.” It is an uneven volume, but in some
ways, a trium phant one. Because its risks are great, its rewards
may be more significant than a more perfect book such as The
Branch Will N ot Break. If the book contains some of W right’s
worst published poems (“A Poem of Towers,” “The Last Pieta, in
Florence” and “To You, Out There (M ars? Jupiter?)”), it is ulti
mately a small tariff.
The most stunning characteristic of the new w ork is an insistence
o f voice. It is the voice of a m an who has lived a long time and
written many poems; it cuts through to the quick of em otion. In
“The Young Good M an,” he describes a time when he jum ped a
m an’s fence to get at the wild crab apples that everyone warned
him “taste so bitter you pucker / Two days at least.” He takes up
an apple and licks it all over, w ithout biting, and it is sweet, W hat
is more im portant even than this tiny epiphany, what buoys it up
after so many years, is the refrain line: “You are going to believe
this.” In .another section of “M any of O ur W aters. . .” W right
says: “The kind of poetry I want to write is / The poetry of a grown
m an.” This is that poetry: written with a knowledge of the “pure
clear word”; possessed of a m aturity capable of evaluating the myth
of events and the em otional geography of one’s life, and finally,
capable of bestowing com passion, perhaps the most difficult of all,
on oneself. The final section of the poem tells why the poet and a
woman “could not have been simple married lovers.” In the lines
that follow there is an acceptance of what is, as the earlier sections
were an acceptance of what is no longer. In a man of W right’s
passions, these are powerful utterances.
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In W right’s work there has always been a sense th at the poem
is an act of survival; now, in lines like: “You will believe this. .
there is a generosity seldom before expressed so directly. A critic
of the book has called its m ood “protestation”—a straining of the
poetic voice. It seems more likely that this very quality is the book’s
life-force. There is a vast em otional distance between protest and
insistence; the form er is the outraged cry of an innocent m an con
demned, the latter is the voice of a man who has glimpsed a vision
of life that is more enduring than innocence or guilt.
In the jacket-blurb, W right talks about leaving America in order
to find it—not a new notion in American writing. But it is more than
the distance Europe can bestow on this country th at triggers his
remarkable feelings of patriotism . It is time and a w om an who loves
him. W right goes on to call the book “most of all a book of love
poems” which, in a way, it might be. But the strongest mom ents of
Two Citizens come not in the more obvious love poems, but when
W right returns to his Ohio childhood, fo rtifie d by love. In these
poems he has a sober eye in assigning value am idst pain and humil
iation. As he writes in “Ohio Valley Swains,” a poem about rape:
“ It took me many years to understand / Just what happened to her
that evening. . . . I loved her only in my dream s, / But my dreams
meant something. . .”
It is clear that he does understand things he was unable to see
as a younger, angrier man. In “Ars Poetica: Some Recent Critic
ism” he reappraises his Uncle Sherm an and his A unt Agnes, a
pitiful wreck of a woman:
He must have been
One o f the heroes
O f love, because he lay dow n
W ith my Aunt A gnes
Twice at least.
Listen, lay dow n there,
Even when she went crazy.

Later in the poem, he describes the one heroic act in the life of
this Agnes “who stank and lied”: when a goat escapes from a circus
nearby, Agnes saves it from a pack of boys intent on stoning it to
death. W right dem ands com passion of himself and of the reader
but avoids the dangers of easy sentiment:
Reader,
W e had a lovely language,
We w ould not listen.
I d on ’t believe in your god.
I don ’t believe my A unt A gnes is a saint.
I don’t believe the little boys
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W ho stoned the poor
Son of a bitch goat
Are charm ing Tom Sawyers.
I don’t believe in the goat either.

The most perfect example o f Wright’s new work is “The Old
W PA Swimming Pool in Martins Ferry, O hio,” which begins, I
believe, very honestly: “I am almost afraid to write down / This
thing. . .” In telling the story o f the pool Wright m oves am ong
images of this irretrievable past, a time o f desperation:
W hen people don’t have quite enough to eat
In August, and the river,
T hat is supposed to be some holiness,
Starts dying. . .

The men, his father and uncles and others, begin to dig. There is
a passionate insistence to these lines that I find overwhelming:
Oh never mind, Jesus Christ, my father
And my uncles dug a hole in the ground,
No grave for once. It is going to be hard
F or you to believe: when I rose from that water,
A little girl who belonged to som ebody else,
A face thin and haunted appeared
Over my left shoulder, and whispered, Take care now,
Be patient, and live.
I have loved you all this time,
And I didn’t even know
I am alive.

If Wright has abandoned some o f the precision o f language of
his smaller poems, it is in favor of a broader poem, a poem o f em o
tional luminance, in which the ambivalence o f human feeling speaks
for itself, as in the final poem, “To the Creature o f My Creation”:
No, I ain’t much.
The one tongue I can write in
Is my Ohioan.
There, most people are poor.
I thought I could not stand it
To go home any more,
Yet I go home, every year. . .

—D avid Long
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AMERICAN ATLAS
by Dan Gerber
Prentice-Hall, 1973
$5.95
NINETY-TWO IN THE SHADE
by Thomas McGuane
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1973
$6.95
In American Atlas and Ninety-Two In the Shade, Gerber and
McGuane have mastered a style of writing that has been submerged
in American fiction since the mid-fifties: the art of telling a story.
Both write well-honed, evocative prose and avoid the stylistic
gimmickry of the so-called experimental writers. Both books deal
with visions of America as it exists today; Gerber’s through the
eyes of a poet in search of poetry, M cGuane’s through those of a
novelist looking for something better than he has been promised
by a politically, technologically and morally corrupt society.
American Atlas is the story of Larry Bancroft, heir-apparent to
Bancroft Pies, a company that for two generations has pushed
millions of multi-flavored pies on the American republic. When his
father dies, Larry is expected to carry on the tradition, in effect, to
dress, talk, and think like a strawberry cream pie, to believe in the
goal of his own funeral, where he imagines himself crawling into
the fetal position surrounded by a soggy crust and waving goodbye
to the people that made it all possible. Instead, he walks out on his
father’s funeral, knowing that increased pie sales have nothing to
do with the immortality of his soul. He isn’t sure what he wants,
but he knows that he doesn’t want to meet his Creator as a man who
never accepted the responsibility of deciding for himself what he
would do with his life. After a free-wheeling romp through the side
of America that his wealth gives access to, he still isn’t sure what
Larry Bancroft is all about. But he has learned something about
the human relationships in his life, and learned that money is only
a cure for certain kinds of pain. In the end he finds an image of
himself outside his mother’s house:
She closed the door and I was left standing in the cold wind staring at the
dark m ahogany door and the brass knocker engraved with the nam e o f
Bancroft, the door I’d entered freely as a child. I thought how m any tim es
I’d dreaded that in n ocu ou s door as a prelude to another subtly vicious
fam ily fete. I turned and look ed at the R ussian olive trees in the yard, the
wind blow ing through their silver leaves, how they seem ed m ore silver in
the cold and wind. T hey’d been planted w hen I was fifteen. I’m sure
they’d grow n a great deal since then, but I cou ld n ’t really rem em ber how
sm all they’d been.
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In his essay on M ilton, Thom as M acaulay said that literature is
entertainm ent; maybe he didn’t, but he did say th at language best
serves the poet in its rudest state. T hat nations, like individuals,
first perceive and then abstract, advance from particular images to
general terms. Hence, the vocabulary of an enlightened society is
philosophical, that of a half-civilized people is poetic. Then, are we
to assume that America today is half-civilized? Yes. But it is not
necessarily a derogatory comment; th at is why in G erber s and
M cGuane’s work we have an example of the immensely needed
change in fiction since James.
Fortunately, M cGuane has forgotten his “enlightened” education
of the fifties and cashed in on the language and style of a half
civilized society. Like others writing in the seventies, M cGuane has
not let his language take control of him. Instead, he forces the
words to express each character, scene, and unit of action as indivi
dual personalities. Each personality suggests a way traditional
society has affected him; each interprets its basic environm ent
differently, and when they clash, the outcome is a serious statem ent
about life in the seventies, always undercut by M cG uane’s sardonic
humor.
Nichol Dance is the antagonist’s antagonist in N inety-Tw o In the
Shade. He adm its to the hero, Thom as Skelton, that although he
likes him personally, he will kill him if he tries to guide fishing boats
in the Florida Keys. W ithout “Credence,” as Dance puts it, a man
isn’t much of anything.
Skelton tries to escape society for a while, living in an abandoned
airplane fuselage in Key West, as he takes time to regroup his
thoughts. He watches the rituals enacted by the other players like
a spectator, sees the violence and absurdity of everyday life, and
decides that a life ruled by such insanity must have something to
offer him. He already knows the outcome of the course he sets for
himself, but he believes that the struggle and confrontation involved
will be enough to satisfy his worldly desires. There is wonderful
satire in his choosing “credence” as the center of his philosophy.
To Skelton, it is just a symbol of that one vague, invincible belief
that everyone around him clings to in his own individual soul-saving
journey through life.
Dance and Skelton are both products of the half-civilized society
that emerged 20 years after Hemingway. Hemingway had a reason
to kill. In M cGuane’s world, where little is w orth saving, a m an can
at least keep his w ord—Dance must kill Skelton because he said he
would. Beneath the brilliant m etaphor that M cGuane directs at the
insouciant and apathetic civilization of America is an anti-cynical
system of m oral value th at surpasses th at of Hemingway; survival
of the fittest becomes survival fo r the hell o f it. The question for
M cGuane isn’t whether or not he is going to die, it’s whether he is
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going to live. For Skelton, any decision he makes is OK and how he
lives isn’t going to send him to a heaven or hell. What counts is that
he made a decision— right, wrong, or anywhere in between. Skelton
dies, finally, because he isn’t going to live and not guide skiffs. The
story closes with an innocent accom plice smashing D ance’s head in
with the gun used to kill Skelton. He does so simply because it
seems appropriate. He then leaves the two bodies in a “foiled and
strangely synchronized pile at his feet” and exits knowing that
society will not know what to do with them either.
Beyond the honesty o f M cGuane’s vision, it is his sense o f lan
guage that sets him apart. His prose style is both exacting and
flamboyant; he is able to capture the unique spirit o f each charac
ter’s actions:
Sometimes when a wino comes off a bat he is as unm anageable from
this grape residue in his “system” as he would be w ith semi-fatal dum 
dum rounds in the brain pan; he is, moreover, spavined in the morals. If
he is in a neighborhood, he looks darkly about himself at his neighbors. A
dire grape madness is upon him; and not the C astalian libido O lym piad of
the wine’s first onslaught that ends with an alpha-w ave glissando into
sleep; from which he has every expectation of w aking in other th an this
Wild Kingdom M utual of O m aha rhino rush, sm ashing o f beak and nog
gin against the Land Rover of life itself. Especially not if the wine is one
of the chemical daydream s of the republic’s leisure-time industrial com 
bines that produce and bottle curious opaque effluents in the colors of
M icronesian tides or m eteor trails; these things are called “beverages”
and exist not only in their bright fruit-festooned bottles but conceptually
in the notebooks of technicians, diagram s of hydrocarbon chains th at can
be microfilmed if another “winery” should be after their secrets. It is, you
suppose, one of the troubles we are having with our republic.
Such a wino had abandoned himself upon the interior of S kelton’s fuse
lage. Skelton found him asleep in a bed of his own trashing. He woke the
man up. The wino, whose delicately intelligent face was that of an am a
teur translator or local begonia prince, looked about himself at the wreck
age and asked, “D id I do this?” cringing for the first of the blows.
“It appears that you did.”
Long quiet.
“W hat are you going to d o ? ’
“I’m going to clean it up,” said Skelton.
“I m ean w hat are you going to do to me?”
“I’m going to be disappointed in you.”
“How can you be disappointed in me. You had no expectations.”
This stum ped Skelton for a m om ent. “I have expectations ab o u t hu
m anity in general,” he finally said.
“Please, why don’t you come off it. I’m a sick-ass drunk and I d o n ’t
need that kind of rom ance.”
“W hat do you w an t?’
“I w ant nothing. But I w ant plenty of nothing.”
“Well, let me tell you as proprietor of this place w hat I got in mind.
First I’m going to roll your sorry hide into the roadw ay so th at I can clean
up your dam n wreckage.”
“T hat’s more like it. We are in extrem is here, chum. And it’s time for a
dialogue.”
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“I don’t want it—”
“It’s time for polem ics.”
“— Y ou wrecked my hom e.”
“Precisely.”
For Skelton, this brought back terrible m em ories o f school. He looked
about him self and thought, W hy did this interlude seek me out?

The coalescence of Am erican Atlas and Ninety-Tw o In the Shade
is in the vision of a society where there is nothing to do. M cGuane
and Gerber have shredded the mythological conception of the artist’s
traditional and sacred omniscient view of destiny and pre-destiny.
They are both bored with their lives, not life. They are bored know 
ing they were born sometime and knowing that they are going to die
sometime. They are trying to find some enjoyment in between, and
that lies in not knowing what the journey will entail. W hat they show
us is the passage through mid-destiny; they learn that the only real
thing that anyone inherits is death.
— M ichael M cC orm ick

U N D ER COVER
by Albert G oldbarth
The Best Cellar Press, 1973
$ 2.
FO O TH O LD S
by Thom as Johnson
Ironw ood Press, 1973
$1.50

Under Cover, a recent pam phlet by Albert G oldbarth, takes the
reader into the field. G oldbarth, the archaeologist-scholar-poet
draws upon various literary sources in many poems in this book,
as well as in some of his other work. This use of established inform a
tion, and the transform ation it undergoes under the direction of
sham an G oldbarth, leads the poems, which often contain source

material of equal weight, down entirely different roads. The author
says in “To Linda, From The W riter’s W orkshop” :
. . . B ecause it is all I have left,
I play w ith language.

In the case of these fifteen poems, this statement sometimes
takes on a very literal meaning. The difference in the outcome and
strength of these poems is huge. The successful poems mate with
their history and become themselves at the cost of their sources.
The first responsibility is to the poem, and, consequently, the
weaker poems are the unselfish ones.
I don’t think I have read a finer or more beautiful piece than
“Things I’ve Put In This Poem.” It sets up a rhythm of words and
objects, like seeing the poem through pieces of time, laid carefully
in a pattern on a blanket or the skin of some animal. The poem is
divided into three sections. W ith “The top line is sea level . . .” we
descend into the poem almost from present to past. We find a girl
discovering a bullet where the heart should be as she unearths a
skeleton on some archaelogical dig. Deeper in the poem is the story
of a farmer who has been shot with an arrow. As the doctor pulls
it out, he bites into a bullet to relieve the pain. “. . . he feels the
fever go into the sweat, and leave./ The pain goes into the bullet.”
In the last section G oldbarth outlines some things he has put into
this poem and the rhythm of these elements becomes a prayer for
the past, for history, and for the absence of pain in our lives. The
strange chant at the end of the poem:
A ll our pain , g o in to the bullet.
A ll our pain , g o in to the bullet.
A n d bu llet stay buried in the b o tto m line.

“Ritual Chant For Secret Names” and “Beast Song” are other
examples of where this magic has chosen to live in the poem and
imbue it with a spirit that is both surreal and uncom fortably real
at the same time.
The less successful poems are even weaker because of the tre
mendous strength of the others. G oldbarth is indeed “playing with
language” in “Excerpts From The Book O f Positions.” This poem,
in five sections, loses itself in its own material. Each section is
titled with a sexual position, and they play off these in well-written
puns and word surprises that ultimately fall in on themselves.
The poem “Coprolites (fossilized hum an feces)” is very much
about what G oldbarth believes the poem to be. (This is the title of
his forthcoming book from New Rivers Press.) I believe he explains
something fundam ental about his work in the last few lines of this
poem:
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. . . feces, fertile; to be broken
open and read and reveal
not what time, but what season;
“it is Spring.” A m en, am en, amen.

When we break open these Coprolites of Goldbarth’s, we are
usually lucky, and we find those strange signs of past seasons that
act as if they know us; we find the bullet that had lived in the heart
for so many years. But some of the coprolites we open, and this is
partially because the ones before were so beautiful, are disap
pointing. And we realize, with some reluctance, that they really
are just fossilized human feces.
In Thomas Johnson’s new pamphlet, Footholds (Ironwood
Press), the tone is often very quiet, and the poems call for slow and
careful reading. They are, for the most part, frozen moments, al
most vignettes, that rise out of the flashback/dream vicinity. There
is an edge of extra reality that Johnson installs in his work, rather
like scenery that is a little too bright; that makes you wonder if it is
really real. This is very important in making the good poems good.
It doesn’t seem to matter as much in the weaker poems.
Johnson talks about the concept of “footholds” in the title poem of
the book:
There are footholds
Beyond the body’s heavy shrugs,
A bare-knuckled
W ay along the cliff edge,
Lit by the stony dream o f falling forever . . .

In the best poems, Johnson gives the reader this feeling of sleep
walking, perhaps even with a certain confidence in what is happen
ing, but with a fear of falling always in the back of the mind. Again,
it is important to read this work carefully. There is a fragility in the
structure, and something painfully tenuous about the pieces. The
several shorter poems in the collection, from five to seven lines,
are mostly unsuccessful. Johnson does not give himself enough
room to do what he does well. Short poems are possibly the most
difficult to write anyway, and his efforts here come off poorly, like
much poetry written in English but indebted to English transla
tions of Oriental poetry. Here is “Night In April With Crickets”:
Cricket sound. D oor swung open
On a dry hinge.
I would be reaching for
A high shelf.
Stacked white dishes.
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This has some of the peculiar sp irit‘that Johnson brings to his im
agery, but I think the poem is too short for him to get his wind. There
is a similar, longer poem that works a lot better. “Rightly It W ould
Be M orning” is similar in tone, which is, if anything, what I find in
teresting about the short poem. In “Rightly . . .” there is a real, or
imagined presence, called “the other intelligence” in the poem, that
is trying to get in:
N othing cries “Out There”
Or needs to.
The rugged face we have expected is our own,

This seems to work because there is a com pletion we do not get
from the shorter work, and the eighteen lines give Johnson time
to work it out. He seems to favor this length and there are no poems
in the book that run over a page.
If these shorter poems contain very few footholds, Johnson
certainly finds his footing in others. “Sandiges” is a striking and
weird poem, that comes rushing out of a dream atm osphere and
drops like a dead bird at our feet. The poem is being written while
we are reading it, with Johnson, the artist, painting in the scenery
as he goes along. He says at one point, “Take a rainy ro ad ,/F ill in
a drunk gunning for home.” Then he takes us to the edge of that
cliff and nudges us:
In your sleep the next day has arrived.
It simmers on a back burner,
The black soup o f an om en,
Your prize bull broadside in the road
Just over a blind rise
D ead zero
In the next pair o f lights.

One thing Johnson depends on quite heavily is the pure sensuality
of words. This is partly because he does write out of the dream , and
this forces him to select richly textured words that carry a lot of
implication. I mean this positively, where the word somehow gives
a little jerk inside the head. Because of this sensuality, we some
times get the poem completed somewhere before the actual end of
the poem, which is odd, and then a last line or two that are simply
there. In “The Legend Of Light,” the last line is “The deep snow.”
It is offset from the two lines before it, and stands alone at the b ot
tom of the poem. It certainly doesn’t conclude anything, but it pro
vides additional inform ation that either works or doesn’t work,
for the reader. It would seem, from this collection, that Thom as
Johnson doesn’t sleep well. I think we are lucky for that.

— Quinton Duval

BRIEFLY NOTED
The H aw k Is D ying (1973) is the sixth and m ost successful novel
by H arry Crews, one of the slicker exponents of the tight-andright school of recent American fiction. Like its im mediate pred
ecessor, Car, this book is not extraordinary in layering of plot or
character, or a flashiness of language. W hat Crews excels in is the
full am plification of a single idea. There is little, if any, peripheral
vision. The rewards in this m ethod are in the creation of a land
scape of obsession. The story in The H aw k Is D ying involves George
G attling who owns a car upholstery shop, his sister Precious, and
her son Fred who only speaks a word at a time (“cork” or “toe”),
and George’s hippie girlfriend, Betty. G attling’s obsession is the
“m anning” of a hawk; the structure of the novel revolves around
the training of the bird and its final acquiescence to a hum an m as
ter. The book’s m etaphor is not rich with the finer implications of
language; it is instead raw and adrenal. W ith this novel, and in some
ways with Car, Crews has hit his stride. If this is ultim ately not a
great novel, it is at least a solid and provocative piece of fiction.
Wisconsin D eath Trip (1973) by Michael Lesy is a stunning
experim ent in historical journalism . The text, originally subm itted
as his doctoral dissertation, consists of excerpts from the Badger
State Banner, during the years 1890-1910, and also of materials
taken from the tow n archives and personal letters. Lesy proves to
be a brilliant editor; his own com m entary is sparse. In the arrange
ment of stories—beautifully offset by over 150 photographs (from a
cache of around 30,000 taken by Charles Van Schaick)—there is a
rem arkable record of the particular spirit of these real people. These
were desperate times, as Lesy shows; violence, madness, and sui
cide were not at all uncom m on and were not treated in the media of
the day as unusual or inexplicable. The newspaper accounts, Lesy
writes: “turned grief inside out; they turned m urderous sorrow o u t
ward tow ard the eyes of a crowd th at could not only com fort by it,
but, by participating in it, could be immunized against it.” A sample
from the text of Wisconsin Death Trip:
A w om an w ho gave her nam e as W ilson died in Chippewa Falls from a
criminal operation perform ed upon herself. . . . Her brother took charge
o f her remains. The w om an was young and pretty and visited every physi
cian in Chippew a Falls to accom plish her object, but w ithout success.

I believe this book is a landm ark in counter-nostalgia. Read it as
history, or read it simply as a novel, the subject of which is a town
and a few thousand people who are not a great deal different from
ourselves.
— D. L.
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